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My thesis analyses International Development Volunteering (IDV) and international 
development through the conceptual lens of relationships, particularly through local scale 
processes. It intervenes at a time where scepticism of development relationships and partnerships 
in development is high. In particular, academics have criticised partnerships as mere rhetoric and 
masking donor dominance and interest, and development as perpetuating unequal North-South 
relationships and dependency (Easterly, 2003; Kapoor, 2008; Mawdsley, 2012). While cognizant 
of these critiques, my thesis detracts from such overarching analyses of development discourse 
and macro-structures. Instead, it responds to calls for a more local scale, „actor-oriented‟ 
perspective (Mosse, 2004) in unpacking and understanding development relationships from the 
bottom up. IDV‟s focus on interpersonal relationships – partnerships and friendships – 
particularly between volunteers and hosts/locals makes it apt for this analysis. Moreover, I divert 
from the typical North-South development focus in international development to explore 
Singapore-Cambodia development through the Singapore International Foundation‟s (SIF) IDV 
projects. SIF, an organisation engaging in people-to-people relations and IDV, articulates a 
discourse of “making friends for a better world.” It thus emphasises the importance of 
interpersonal relationships and its pursuit of citizen diplomatic and development aims. Moreover, 
Singapore, a post-colonial and a socio-economically affluent country in the „developing‟ region 
of South-East Asia, defies conventional North or South categorisations. Understanding 
Singapore-Cambodia development relationships through SIF‟s IDV projects thus gives an 
opportunity to analyse development relationships beyond the typical North-South or donor-
recipient mould and articulate alternative development relationships. It also uncovers the 
tensions between development and domestic or diplomatic impact. Conceptualising development 
relationships as discursive, structural and interpersonal, I examine local scale interpersonal 
relationships, and the spatio-temporal features of their formation. I examine how relationships 
form among individuals and organisations, and the role they play in development and domestic 
impact. This analysis illuminates the linkages and tensions of seeing relationships and 
development, and brings new ways of understanding relationships and impact in international 
development.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  
1.1. Relationships as a Lens to Understand International Development 
While relationships are not a common concept employed to understand development, 
international development is essentially about relationships, or connections between different 
actors. International development emerged both “as an instrument of Cold War diplomacy” 
(Lancaster, 2007:25) and as a post-World War II project for „Northern‟ industrialised countries 
to help „Southern‟ countries achieve economic and social progress without the imperialism that 
the previous colonial era brought (Sheppard et al., 2009). International development is hence 
premised on a differential and unequal discursive
1
 relationship between socio-economically 
„developed‟ „Northern‟ donor countries and „developing‟ „Southern‟ recipient countries. At the 
same time, development was portrayed as a caring „gift‟ from „North‟ to „South‟ to address this 
socio-economic inequality (Hattori, 2001). Donor countries and organisations disburse foreign 
aid or Official Development Assistance (ODA), financial flows of at least a 25% grant element, 
mainly for “the promotion of the economic development and welfare of developing countries” 
(OECD, n.d.1). Nevertheless, since its inception, international development has been subjected 
to scrutiny, criticism and change. Development academics and practitioners criticised ineffective 
development projects and unequal structured North-South relationships where donors had greater 
power over their „recipient‟ counterparts in shaping projects (Lawson, 2007). Participatory 
development and the concept of „partnerships‟ have been among the most influential 
development approaches that have emerged in recent years; both attempted to re-centre power 
away from donors to recipient organisations and local communities by incorporating local 
                                                 
 
1
 My use of „discursive‟ follows the Foucauldian concept of discourse as a system of statements regulated by 
processes and rules that shape and delineate the boundaries of our understanding of things (Foucault, 1972). 
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participation in projects. Partnerships were articulated as North-South discursive relationships 
with equality, mutuality and collaboration for development (Schech et al., 2015). This shifting of 
power relationships was also meant to improve development effectiveness, hence showing the 
linkages between relationships and development impact. Following the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development‟s (OECD) Millennium Development Goal (MDG) 8 
“A Global Partnership for Development” that highlights relationships as a factor in effective 
development impact, the “framework of aid relations ha[s] been recast as a more benign form of 
„partnership‟” (Mercer: 2003:743).  
 
Despite partnerships in discourse, development relationships often remain unequally 
structured in practice. Continued issues of aid ineffectiveness have led development scholars to 
argue that power has not shifted from „North‟ to „South,‟ with some critiquing participatory 
practices as performative rather than empowering (Cooke and Kothari, 2001). Others, 
particularly post-development theorists, go further in saying that international development 
ultimately reproduces unequal North-South development relationships and creates the „Third 
world‟ (Escobar, 1995; Rahnema and Bawtree, 1997). These criticisms over the effectiveness of 
North-South partnerships in development impact and the „othering‟ effects of development 
relationships on the „South‟ highlight how the partnerships articulated in discourse become co-
opted or weakened in reality (Schech et al., 2015). However, these concepts should not be 
dismissed. Rather, these criticisms reveal a need to unpack the concept of relationships in 




One way to do so is through examining interpersonal relationships between individual 
development actors (aid workers, host organisation staff and community or „beneficiaries‟) and 
their roles in doing development at the local scale. This relational perspective is often missed by 
development scholars, who interrogate relationships through macrostructures, discourses and 
outcomes (see chapter 2.1.2). Instead, there is a growing call to investigate local scale „processes‟ 
of development through an „actor-oriented‟ (Mosse, 2004; 2011a) and „relationalist‟ perspective 
(Eyben, 2010:387). This perspective does not disregard „global‟ development discourses or 
practices but sees them as connected to the „local.‟ „Global‟ discourses and macro practices do 
not translate fully at the local scale. Examining local scale processes thus reveals discontinuities 
and differences between local and global discourses, and offers spaces to reimagine a different 
kind of development discourse. Analysing local scale processes and outcomes of relationships 
can hence shed new light on development relationships. Like the rise of South-South 
development through emerging
2
 and „Southern‟ donors such as China (Sato et al., 2011), this 
perspective offers alternative understandings of development relationships beyond „North‟ and 
„South‟. International development discourse is replete with binaries. The dichotomous pairings 
of North-South, First world-Third world, developed-developing, donor-recipient and aid worker-
beneficiary roughly map on to each other and portray one side (the „North‟) as active and able to 
give, and the other side (the „South‟) as passive, lacking and receiving. Exploring development 
relationships and processes at the local scale hence reveals the role of local „beneficiaries‟ and 
„Southern‟ actors in development, challenges this unequal development relationship and can 
disrupt these assumed binaries.  
                                                 
 
2
 The term „emerging donor‟ differs from „traditional donors‟ from the „North.‟ „Northern‟ donors are aid-disbursing 
countries belonging to the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) and which have been involved in 
international development since the early days of development aid. In contrast, „emerging donor‟ countries are new 
to the aid landscape. South Korea, which joined DAC in 2010, is considered an „emerging donor‟ (Sato et al., 2011).   
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International Development Volunteering‟s (IDV) central focus on the relational aspect of 
development between countries (Baillie Smith and Laurie, 2011) and interpersonal relationships 
between volunteers and the hosts
3
/locals makes it an ideal sector to analyse relationships in 
development. While IDV echoes international development‟s goals of socio-economic 
development and poverty alleviation, it allows development work to be carried out by volunteers 
and not just by professional aid workers. Unlike development literature‟s dearth of research on 
the aid worker figure (Fechter, 2012a; 2012b), the IDV literature and industry emphasise 
interpersonal relationships particularly between volunteers and host communities. Echoing 
partnerships, IDV emphasises the people-to-people aspect of doing development, and sees 
mutual reciprocity and trust between volunteers and hosts as essential to development impact 
(Devereux, 2008; Georgeou, 2012). Moreover, situated within the broader phenomenon of 
International Volunteering and Service (IVS), IDV does not just have development aims and 
outcomes but includes „non-development‟ outcomes like promoting international cross-cultural 
understanding, volunteer professional growth, education and global citizenship sensibilities. A 
commercialised form of IVS and IDV, termed volunteer tourism or voluntourism, includes 
tourism activities for volunteers (Wearing and McGehee, 2013). IDV hence broadens 
international development‟s focus on partnerships and development impact (to the „South‟) to 
include convivial relationships, friendships, cosmopolitan and professional impacts for the 
„North.‟ IDV merges „altruistic‟ notions of development and helping others together with „self-
interested,‟ „non-development‟ gains for „North.‟ This reflects donor self-interest in international 
                                                 
 
3
 The term „hosts‟ is used widely in the IDV literature to refer to the people in the country receiving or host ing the 
volunteers, and corresponds to the term „locals‟ in the development literature. As such, the respective IDV terms 
„host community,‟ „host partner/organisation‟ and „host country‟ correspond with the development terms „local 
community‟ or „local beneficiaries,‟ „recipient organisation‟ or „partner organisation‟ and „recipient country.‟ As my 
thesis examines an IDV development relationship, I will use the IDV terms. However, when discussing or drawing 
from the development literature, I will use the development terms.    
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development and potentially unequal North-South relationships. Perhaps because of this, IDV 
has been largely unexamined in the development geography literature, and analysed instead in 
other sub-disciplines like socio-cultural, tourism, economic and political geography (McIntosh 
and Zahra, 2007; Raymond and Hall, 2008; Sin, 2010; Jones, 2011). Nevertheless, rather than 
being inherently problematic, donor self-interest in development can be examined to understand 
international development in its entirety. Exploring this using the concept of relationships 
elucidates the tensions and linkages between relationships and development, and re-
conceptualises international development as a relationship beyond one-way giving from „donor‟ 
to „recipient.‟  
1.2. Conceptual Framework and Research Questions 
I briefly outline my conceptual framework here and elaborate on it in the literature review. 
My thesis uses the concept of relationships to understand IDV in the context of international 
development. It asks the question: how does a local scale, „relationalist‟ examination of 
relationships in IDV inform international development, particularly in (re)conceptualising the 
broader development relationship between countries? I define development relationships in three 
ways: discursive relationships articulated in IDV and international development discourses; 
structured relationships, or the positions of power and difference that IDV actors (be they 
countries, organisations or individuals) occupy vis-à-vis each other; and interpersonal 
relationships, the embodied and personal connections individual IDV actors make with one 
another. These three aspects of relationships are linked: the discourse of partnerships is reflected 
in development projects, where volunteer sending („donor‟) and host („recipient‟) organisations 
structure different roles for volunteers and hosts; volunteers and hosts negotiate these discourses 
and structures to form interpersonal relationships. Yet, the discursive portrayal of partnerships as 
13 
 
the involvement and empowerment of „Southern‟ organisations and host/local communities in 
development projects and decisions rarely play out in reality. Instead, the discourse of 
„partnerships‟ can hide structured unequal power relations between donors and recipients and 
self-interested donor gains (Noxolo, 2006). Taking interpersonal relationships as the focal point 
of relationships reveals the “hidden relations” (Eyben, 2010) and hidden impacts left out by 
discourses and structures, providing new understandings of development. IDV‟s primary focus 
on interpersonal relationships at the local scale is thus apt for this analysis. 
 
With this overarching question, three additional sets of questions can be teased out:  
1) What kinds of interpersonal relationships emerge from IDV? How do they emerge 
and how do discourses and structures play a role in affecting them?  
2) How and to what extent do these interpersonal relationships affect development 
impact for the host/„recipient‟ organisation or host community? 
3) What domestic, „non-development‟ impacts do these interpersonal relationships bring 
to the „donors‟? Does donor organisations‟ self-interest in pursuing these impacts 
compromise development impact?  
These three sets of questions also correspond to my empirical chapters. Put together, they 
illuminate the linkages and tensions between relationships and development, and ultimately 
reveal a clearer picture of development relationships. 
14 
 
1.3. Introduction to my Research Study: the Singapore International 
Foundation’s International Development Volunteering Projects in 
Cambodia 
To explore these research questions, I analyse the Singapore International Foundation‟s 
(SIF) IDV projects in Cambodia. SIF is a Singapore organisation that engages in building 
people-to-people relationships between Singaporeans and world communities. One of the ways it 
does this is through IDV
4
. Singapore is an interesting development actor or „donor‟: a post-
colonial country and a former aid recipient, it has attained a standard of living and economic 
standards comparable to „developed‟ countries from rapid economic growth in the past few 
decades (World Bank, 2015). In contrast, post-colonial and post-conflict Cambodia has been a 
recipient of foreign aid since the 1990s. From purely socio-economic comparisons, a Singapore-
Cambodia relationship reflects a North-South development relationship. Yet, this North-South 
categorisation becomes unsuitable given both countries‟ colonial histories. Moreover, as an 
„emerging‟ „donor,‟ Singapore is closer to China and India than Korea as it does not follow DAC 
conventions. However, its „aid‟ contributions are far smaller than China‟s or India‟s. Singapore 
stands out as an anomaly in the development industry. The Singapore-Cambodia development 
relationship thus gives an opportunity to analyse development relationships beyond the typical 
North-South or donor-recipient mould and articulate alternative development relationships.  
 
Furthermore, SIF‟s vision of “making friends for a better world” (SIF, n.d.1) firmly 
situates the role of relationships, particularly friendships, as crucial for achieving development 
impact. This concept of „friendships‟ is unexplored in the development literature, and SIF‟s 
                                                 
 
4
 A more in-depth discussion of SIF, Singapore and Cambodia as development actors is found in Chapter Three.  
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emphasis allows an exploration of the relational process of „friendship‟ and development impact 
formation. SIF also stands out from other IDV organisations studied in the literature with its 
three IDV project modalities that vary in temporality and volunteer „skills.‟ In the literature, 
analyses are often split into long-term „skilled‟ volunteering and short-term „unskilled‟ 
volunteering or even voluntourism. While the former is associated with reciprocal interpersonal 
volunteer-host relationships and effective development impact (Devereux, 2008; Georgeou, 
2012), the latter is often criticised for its lack of development impact and potential in 
reproducing unequal self-other interpersonal relationships (Palacios, 2010; Lyons et al., 2012). 
As SIF has both project modalities and a „Specialist‟ project where „skilled‟ volunteers make 
multiple short-term trips over three years, analysing these IDV projects reveals the different 
temporal and skill basis in building interpersonal relationships. With SIF‟s IDV engagement in 
Cambodia since 2002, the diversity of projects available lends to it a rich analysis. My thesis thus 
examines these different project modalities within one organisation and situated in the context of 
Singapore and Cambodia. 
1.4. Outline of Thesis  
The rest of the thesis will be structured as follows: Chapter Two provides a review of 
relationships in the Development Studies, Geography and IDV literature, before bringing the 
literatures together for a fruitful engagement. Chapter Three explores Cambodia, Singapore and 
SIF as development actors, and elaborates on SIF‟s IDV projects. Chapter Four outlines the 
methodology and methods undertaken for the research, and reflects on the research process. 
Chapters Five, Six and Seven are the main empirical chapters detailing findings from the 
research: Chapter Five focuses on interpersonal relationships and their formation; Chapter Six 
examines these relationships‟ influence on development impact; Chapter Seven explores how 
16 
 
they affect non-development, domestic impact. Though the three empirical chapters focus on the 
local scale, they link these analyses to development discourse at the international scale and 
highlight the connections and discontinuities. Chapter Eight thus brings together their findings to 
paint a Singapore-Cambodia development relationship, before drawing out implications for 




2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
This literature review outlines the discussions and debates surrounding development 
relationships in international development and IDV. International development has been 
examined in Development Studies and Geography; IDV, though a form of international 
development, has been mainly examined in non-development (sub)disciplines like socio-cultural, 
tourism, political and economic geography. Nevertheless, as I will demonstrate subsequently, 
these different conceptual analyses provide for a rich engagement and cross-fertilisation of IDV 
and development literatures. I first start by understanding development relationships in 
international development and then in IDV. In the final three sub-sections, I bring the 
Development and IDV literatures together to draw out three aspects of interpersonal relationships 
in IDV: their formation, their role in development impact, and in non-development impact.   
2.1. International Development  
As mentioned in the thesis introduction, international development as an industry 
surrounds the giving of foreign aid mainly by „Northern‟ to „Southern‟ countries. At a discursive 
level, international development evokes notions of a caring relationship with „developed‟ 
countries helping or contributing to the socio-economic development of „developing‟ countries 
(Silk, 2004; Lancaster, 2007). In development literature and the industry, a key theme surrounds 
development aid‟s impact or effectiveness in achieving development impact (Manor, 2007; 
Ridell, 2007), whether in poverty alleviation or in social areas like education, sanitation and 
healthcare. Perhaps because of this focus on development impact, development studies and 
geography, as Baillie Smith and Laurie note, “ha[ve] tended to focus on the global South rather 
than on relational aspects of development” between North and South (2011:546). However, the 
introduction of partnerships and participatory development in recent decades presents an 
18 
 
opportunity to question relational aspects of development and North-South relationships. This 
section provides a brief discussion on the concept of partnerships – what it means, how it plays 
out, the criticisms surrounding it – before introducing a new perspective in understanding 
partnerships and development relationships.   
2.1.1. Partnerships and Relationships in International Development 
Partnerships and participatory development came into development discourse following 
the shift of projects away from large-scale infrastructure building and structural adjustment 
programmes
5
 towards smaller-scale, community-based projects. The lack of social change and 
continued inequality in „Southern‟ countries led to a rise of critical approaches in development 
discourse and practice. Marxist political economy, core-periphery, dependency and feminist 
development theories criticised the overwhelming assumption of generalised theories and macro 
projects to benefit the communities. They also critiqued „Northern‟ actors‟ overwhelming power 
in shaping development practices (Lawson, 2007). The recognition that unequal structured 
donor-recipient relationships compromised development impact (Barnes and Brown, 2011) led to 
participatory development‟s and partnerships‟ emergence in development. As Schech et al. 
(2015) write, „participatory development‟ was chiefly advocated by Robert Chambers (1994; 
1997) and sought to “put the last first” and empower local „beneficiaries‟ who had hitherto been 
excluded from the planning and implementation process. Also influential was Amartya Sen who 
“presented development as a process of building and developing individual capabilities” (Impey 
and Overton, 2013:114). These social justice aims of shifting power from donor to recipient were 
intertwined with “a utilitarian view of development practice which [sought] demonstrable results, 
                                                 
 
5
 Structural adjustment programmes were loans provided by the International Monetary Fund or World Bank to 
„Southern‟ countries, on the condition that these countries applied „Northern‟ economic modernisation and capitalist 
policies to stimulate their economies.   
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effectiveness and accountability.” Partnerships between stakeholders or local participation were 
advocated as means to better impact (Impey and Overton, 2013:114). Although the discourse of 
partnerships maintained the narrative of the „North‟ empowering the „South‟ in achieving socio-
economic development, it cast „Northern‟ donors and „Southern‟ recipients as „partners.‟ 
International development became reframed as a two-way effort with both „Northern‟ and 
„Southern‟ actors involved in the creation of development impact.   
 
Along with this discursive shift, partnerships and participatory development practices 
have been structured into development polices. This is seen at a global scale through the MDG 8 
“A Global Partnership for Development6” and the Paris Declaration for Aid Effectiveness, which 
outlines five principles
7
 where donor and „partner‟ recipient countries and organisations can 
work together better (OECD, n.d.2). Translating this to policies and projects, partnerships 
involve organisations working together to plan and implement effective development projects. 
Aid workers adopt roles to facilitate participatory development practices, allowing local 
stakeholders and community representatives who hold less power a platform to share their needs, 
resources and views, and/or be involved in the decision-making process. Projects could thus be 
better aligned to local needs and leverage on local capabilities (Chambers, 1994; Keough, 1998; 
Angeles and Gurstein, 2000). 
 
However, many development scholars have criticised participatory development and 
partnerships for failing to change unequal donor-recipient structured power relationships. 
                                                 
 
6
 In 2015, the Millennium Development Goals were replaced by the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (2015-
2030). The partnership focus in MDG 8 carried on in SDG 17 “Strengthen the means of implementation and 
revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development.” 
7
 The five principles are Ownership, Alignment, Harmonisation, Managing for Results and Mutual Accountability. 
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Mikkelsen distinguishes „instrumental participation,‟ “participation as a means to improve 
development activities,” from „transformational participation,‟ “participation as an end in itself, 
ensuring people's influence on their own situation as empowerment” (2005:58). Participatory 
development‟s malleability as a concept allows it to be used instrumentally to manage projects, 
rather than to empower locals and fundamentally change power relations (Impey and Overton, 
2013). For example, the case studies in Cooke and Kothari‟s (2001) edited book on participatory 
development argued that merely consulting the locals in the development practice was useless if 
the power concentrated in the hands of donor countries and organizations was overriding and 
final. More critically, they characterised participatory development as a „tyranny‟ co-opted by 
development agencies to de-politicise development and to control and further marginalise locals.  
 
These scathing critiques also target partnerships and development relationships altogether. 
Various scholars critique partnerships as mere rhetoric, not only masking donor self-interest (in 
the form of conditionalities
8
) and dominance (Easterly, 2003; Noxolo, 2006; Power, 2009) but 
also ensuring “recipients of aid would actively take „greater responsibility for their own 
development‟” (Barnes and Brown, 2011:41). Relatedly, the hidden inequalities and donor 
benefits in development relationships have led development academics to critically examine 
international development using Mauss‟ Gift Theory. In Mauss‟ classic essay The Gift (1954), he 
describes a gift as a social bond that enters the giver and recipient into a reciprocal system of 
exchange because the recipient is obligated to give back to the giver. Development scholars 
argue that the „North‟ presents aid as a „pure gift‟ that needs no reciprocation from the „South,‟ 
                                                 
 
8
 Donor-determined conditions that are imposed on aid loans; these conditions range from political conditions, 
economic policy changes to tied aid (the purchase of donor goods and services using aid money).  
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but in reality uses aid to dominate the „South‟ and serve its own interests (Hattori, 2001; 2003; 
Korf, 2006; Kapoor, 2008). As Mawdsley writes, “persistent unreciprocated receiving allows 
social inequality to be naturalised as the „normal order of things‟ and thus perpetuated” 
(2012:259). Development discourse emphasises the roles of „North‟ and „South‟ actors as 
generous, active givers and passive recipients of aid respectively. This discursive representation, 
coupled with the unequal structured North-South power relationships, donor-driven priorities and 
aid inefficiencies undermining effective aid (Rowlands and Ketcheson, 2002; Easterly, 2003; 
2006), fuel both the dependency of the „South‟ on the „North‟ and the “symbolic dominance” the 
„North‟ has over the „South‟ (Mawdsley, 2012:259). It is such that critics describe development 
aid as neo-colonialist, paternalistic, or even resulting in the symbolic creation or reproduction of 
the „Third World‟ or the „South‟ (Escobar, 1995; Rahnema and Bawtree, 1997). 
2.1.2. The Need for Understanding ‘Local’ Processes and Relationships in 
Development 
Despite these over-arching critiques of North-South development relationships, the rise 
of emerging and „South‟ donors like China, India and Korea presents opportunities to see 
development relationships in a different light. These donors‟ discourse of mutually beneficial 
and reciprocal development relationships challenges the notion of aid as an altruistic and 
generous „gift,‟ depicting it rather as a relationship of mutual gain (Sato et al., 2011; Mawdsley, 
2012). This explicit weaving of donor self-interest with development aims potentially highlights 
the „giving‟ role of aid „recipients,‟ and will be elaborated more in section 2.5. 
 
Moreover, missing from these development critiques is an understanding of relationships 
through micro processes and interpersonal relationships. Indeed, discourse and policy is often the 
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critiques‟ main or starting point, and development literature has privileged international and 
more macro scale analyses of discourses or policies over micro scale aid worker-local dynamics. 
While acknowledging the helpfulness of discourses in “understanding the formal order of 
development on the macro-structural level and the interrelationship between various overarching 
structures and ideas concerning development,” Lie questions the critiques‟ assumption of a 
“direct causality between discourses and lived life” (2008:122). Moreover, challenging Cooke 
and Kothari‟s (2001) rejection of participatory development as „tyranny,‟ Williams argues that 
participatory development‟s “consequences are not predetermined and its subjects are never 
completely controlled” (2004:557). Hegemonic discourses and discursive relationships are 
inevitably incomplete views of development. The question of how partnerships (and 
development relationships) are made at the interpersonal level needs to be explored. Instead of 
seeing development relationships as inherently problematic, development scholars, particularly 
from anthropology, shift away from “discursive determinism” (Moore, 1999:657) and a focus on 
macro-structures to an understanding of how discourses form on the ground. As Mosse (2011b:3) 
writes, this perspective involves “studying local process rather than product,” “understanding 
international knowledge makin[g] rather than debating policy ideas, and …engaging with expert 
informants.” These studies examine how development is done, unpicking how social 
relations(hips) among actors create certain knowledges or outcomes (Moore, 1999; Li, 2007; 
Mosse, 2011a). There is also an attention to place, seeing processes and practices as situated 
(Cornwall, 2004). As Eyben elaborates, such a perspective is “relationalist,” one that 
“understand[s] international aid as a particular pattern of social relations shaped by context-
specific and historically-derived configurations within broader fields of power and meaning in 
global and local politics” (2010:387).  
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  A perspective that understands partnerships and development relationships through local 
scale processes will invariably need to investigate interpersonal relationships between 
development actors, between aid workers, recipient organisation staff and „beneficiaries.‟ In a 
special issue of Third World Quarterly on „The Personal and the Professional in Aid Work,‟ 
Fechter questions this “relative lack of attention directed at the personal in development studies,” 
particularly the agency and changes of the aid worker as subject (2012b:1387). She suggests that 
this lack of attention might stem from the “principal emphasis in development on the Other,” and 
the perception of the aid worker as “fundamentally altruistic” or “neutral” (2012b:1401). Yet, as 
Williams write, “the spread of norms and values through development workers is an important 
part of the work of the participatory encounter: the denial of experts' agency thus again acts to 
remove important aspects of the development process from public scrutiny” (2004:564). Because 
aid workers hold greater power in their interactions with recipient organisation staff or 
„beneficiaries‟ (Anderson, 2000; McWha, 2011), examining the aid worker and his/her 
relationships with these actors is imperative for a clearer understanding of development 
relationships. 
 
How can understanding development relationships from a local scale, „actor-oriented‟ 
perspective (Mosse, 2004) contribute to discourse and challenge discursive development 
relationships at a global or international scale? Particularly in Geography but also in other 
disciplines, the local and the global have been seen as two sides of a binary, with „local‟ 
signifying specificity, uniqueness and place, and „global‟ signifying abstraction, openness and 
space (Marston et al., 2005). As a result, local analyses can be seen as too contextualised to 
affect or contribute to more „global‟ theory (Marston, 2000; Briggs and Sharp, 2004; Ansell, 
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2009). Yet, as Massey (2005:184) writes, “the global is just as concrete as is the local.” Thinking 
about a politics of scale for children geographies which contextualises children‟s experiences in 
local places, Ansell advocates that “children are seen as nodes of material connections to places 
near and far,” engaging with things and affected by processes that are both local and global 
(2009:199). Likewise, the interpersonal relationships between development actors are necessarily 
shaped by structural and discursive relationships. An actor-oriented approach that takes local 
scale interpersonal relationships as the starting point of analysis contributes back to „global‟ 
development discourse by providing a „critical reflection‟ of how development is practiced 
(Mosse, 2004) and development relationships are made. As Lewis et al. write, such work 
“understand[s] how meanings associated with development are produced, contested and 
reworked in practice,” hence revealing “how national and local development bureaucracies 
function – and how this functioning leads almost inevitably to significant slippages between 
development goals” in policy, project and in individuals (2003:546). Unpacking interpersonal 
relationships and localised processes of these relationships in development reveals the “messy 
partnerships” (Guijt, 2010) and “hidden relations” (Eyben, 2010) among volunteers and hosts 
that contribute to development practices and impacts.  
 
With this understanding of the gaps in the development literature, I move to the next 
section to show how IDV is an apt sector to analyse development through the lens of relational 
processes and interpersonal relationships. 
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2.2. International Development Volunteering as a Relational form of 
Development 
Similar to international development, IDV flows are usually from „North‟ to „South,‟ 
where „Northern‟ volunteers carry out volunteering work in „Southern‟ countries. These North-
South flows are also diversifying with South-South volunteering and volunteers from emerging 
donor countries. IDV and the wider phenomenon of International Volunteering and Service (IVS) 
is broadly conceptualised: volunteer sending organisations can be for profit, non-profit or 
government-linked, volunteers can be paid a small stipend, unpaid or fee-paying, and 
volunteering durations range from short-term trips (a week to a few months) to long-term trips (a 
year or longer) (Sherraden et al, 2008). Volunteers engage in development work often at host 
organisations, working in capacity building, technical assistance, infrastructure building, 
teaching etc. IDV and IVS sending organisations range from government-funded programmes 
like the US Peace Corps, to non-governmental organisations like the Voluntary Service Overseas 
and for-profit companies offering gap year volunteer programmes or „voluntourism‟ programmes 
merging tourist and volunteering aims. As such, IDV includes non-development aims: grooming 
volunteers as global citizens and cosmopolitan citizens, and international understanding across 
countries. In this regard, IDV scholars in socio-cultural and tourism geography analyse how and 
whether interpersonal relationships and interactions between volunteers and hosts lead to these 
impacts (McIntosh and Zahra, 2007; Raymond and Hall, 2008; Lyons et al., 2012).  
 
Nevertheless, the increasing importance of IDV in international development warrants 
greater attention by development scholars. Paralleling international development, IDV is 
premised on a socio-economic or development inequality between volunteer sending (usually 
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„North‟) and host/receiving („South‟) countries, but with an emphasis on the volunteers‟ role in 
helping reduce this inequality. Discursive relationships in IDV are thus articulated through 
volunteer ethical sensibilities of care, altruism and responsibility (Sin, 2010). Moreover, because 
volunteers often interact with hosts in doing development activities, IDV‟s impacts revolve 
around the outcomes of these international cross-cultural interactions and encounters. Most 
commonly mentioned is the potential of these encounters to bridge unequal self-other 
relationships and build convivial relationships between volunteers and hosts (McIntosh and 
Zahra, 2007; Raymond and Hall, 2008). These convivial relationships or even friendships –
mutually enjoyable informal relationships entered voluntarily by individuals (Bunnell et al., 
2012) – are valued in themselves, and are largely unexamined in international development. 
Increasingly, partnerships have also slipped into IDV discourse, as the close and reciprocal 
relationships between (long-term) volunteers and hosts facilitate development impact and host 
community empowerment and change (Forum, 2014; United Nations Volunteers, 2011; Burns et 
al., 2015). Ultimately, IDV is said to enable volunteers to gain cosmopolitan and global 
citizenship sensibilities, which refer to the connection an individual has to the wider global 
„community.‟ Volunteers become open to engaging with difference across borders (Mau et al., 
2008), and exposure to global issues inspire volunteers to act or develop a sense of global 
consciousness (Lewis, 2006; Lough and McBride, 2014). At the international level, this cross-
cultural understanding translates to mutual benefits for both volunteer sending (donor) and host 
(recipient) countries, as well as potential for closer international ties. 
 
As such, what IDV offers to international development is a perspective of how 
development processes and wider development relationships form through interpersonal 
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relationships between individual actors (particularly volunteers and hosts but also between 
sending and host organisation staff). However, because the IDV literature has not paid much 
attention to IDV‟s development impacts and “rarely comments on the political interests of the 
donor nations sponsoring [IDV] agencies” (Palacios, 2010:863), my research effectively brings 
the IDV and Development Geography and Studies literatures together in a mutual cross-
fertilisation to look at IDV in the structure of development, and uses (interpersonal) relationships 
in IDV to think about development (relationships).  
 
Thus, in the remaining sections of this chapter, I go deeper into both literatures to 
highlight how interpersonal relationships have been and can be examined in IDV. First, I 
examine the kinds of interpersonal relationships in IDV, the factors that affect them, and their 
relational outcomes. Second, I investigate the role they (can) play in affecting development 
impact. Finally, I explore the non-development domestic impacts that emerge from interpersonal 
relationships and their potential tensions with development impact. These three aspects 
collectively paint a picture of the development relationship between donor and recipient, or 
between „North‟ and „South.‟   
2.3. Interpersonal Development Relationships in International Development 
Volunteering 
This section examines the IDV literature‟s discussion on interpersonal development 
relationships, including the volunteer motivations that shape them, and the (cosmopolitan) 
relational understanding that forms as a result.   
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2.3.1. Volunteer Motivations 
In contrast with development literature‟s neglect of aid worker motivations, IDV 
literature places substantial emphasis on volunteer motivations, seeing them as part of the 
volunteers‟ „gaze‟ (Urry, 2002) or how they see and interact with hosts (Mostafanezhad, 2014). 
Volunteers are often driven by altruistic reasons of doing good or care and making a difference 
in the „South‟ (Wearing, 2001; Georgeou, 2012). While “distance is usually understood as a 
medium of moral harm or indifference” (Barnett, 2005:5), IDV requires “caring at a distance” 
(Silk, 2000) or being responsible to “distant others” (Smith, 1998). Volunteers have to first „care 
about‟ distant others before going overseas to „care for‟ them. This notion of responsibility is 
different from Massey‟s (2004:5), for whom “thinking space relationally” through global 
networks of production and consumption brings out the interconnectedness of people and places 
across space, and thus makes us responsible for distant others as our actions in one place affects 
them (Clarke et al., 2007; Lawson, 2007). Embedded in this care and responsibility is also a 
desire for a more intimate or direct way of helping (Conran, 2011). While these motivations 
reflect the volunteers‟ awareness of global inequality and their desire to address it, they also 
carry assumptions of the „North‟ being able to help the „South‟ (Schech et al., 2015). These 
assumptions become problematic and play out in the volunteer-host encounters and IDV 
activities.  
 
Besides altruistic motivations, volunteers are guided by cosmopolitan motivations to 
engage with difference. Volunteering overseas affords opportunities to encounter different 
cultures, places and people (McIntosh and Zahra, 2007; Sin, 2010) and to grow as a person 
(Georgeou, 2012). Moreover, the professionalisation and neoliberalisation of IDV has led to 
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volunteering being a means for gathering international work experience and career development 
(Ballie Smith and Laurie, 2011; Jones, 2011). While early IDV scholars criticised volunteer self-
interest in IDV, the literature has shifted to acknowledge both self-interested and altruistic 
motivations for volunteers (Wearing and McGehee, 2013). This recognition of volunteers as 
always also self-interested is an important one for international development, as it affords a more 
honest investigation of aid workers (or donors) beyond being just altruistic (Fechter, 2012b). 
 
Although volunteer motivations for participating in IDV are widely researched, local/host 
motivations are unexplored. This lack of host perspectives is symptomatic of IDV literature, and 
recent research centres mostly on relational or development impacts accruing to them (Raymond 
and Hall, 2008; Guttentag, 2009). Similarly in development studies, much of this focus on 
participatory development has been on how to involve locals in participatory processes, and the 
challenges and effectiveness of doing so (Angeles and Gurstein, 2000). As Eversole suggests, 
“motivation is one of the least-understood areas of development practice,” yet it “affects how 
power is deployed” and varies across individuals and organisations (2003:792). In her 
examination of three Aboriginal participatory projects in Australia, Eversole argues that 
motivation, alongside power, legitimacy and trust, determine locals‟ participation and project 
success. Despite the projects being for the Aboriginal communities, local Aboriginal members 
did not participate as they perceived projects as „top-down‟ or politicised by certain locals (2003). 
As local/host motivations are crucial to partnerships and development impact, this aspect is 
something I will address in my empirical chapters.  
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2.3.2. Interpersonal Relationships and Relational Understanding  
With these motivations, the volunteer-host interpersonal encounters give rise to particular 
relationships formed. Generally, the IDV literature (and some work on international development) 
articulates two outcomes that either complement or contradict the discourse of close convivial 
relationships and partnerships. These relationships are tightly linked to the cosmopolitan 
understandings that volunteers take away. On one hand, friendships or convivial relationships 
can be formed between volunteers, aid workers and hosts (Palacios, 2010; Heuser, 2012), and 
unequal self-other relations bridged in through cross-cultural understanding (McIntosh and Zahra, 
2007; Raymond and Hall, 2008). Long-term volunteers can form close working relationships 
based on trust and reciprocity with hosts (Devereux, 2008; McWha, 2011; Schech et al., 2015). 
On the other hand, power relations and differences can be reinforced during these embodied 
encounters, as volunteers hold “simple dualisms and essentialised concepts of „other‟” (Simpson, 
2004:682). Instead of being outward-looking and developing “cultural empathy and acceptance” 
towards others (Lyons et al., 2012:364), volunteers can become more inward-looking, reifying 
the differences and binaries between themselves and their hosts, and attributing this disparity in 
wealth to that of „luck‟ (Simpson, 2004; Tiessen and Heron, 2012). Rather than gaining a sense 
of global connectedness for issues like poverty, volunteers can come away with an apolitical 
view of poverty (Mostafanezhad, 2014) and nationalistic gratitude and pride (Diprose, 2012).  
 
These differing outcomes and unequal self-other relationships can be linked to how 
relationships are structured. While IDV literature has focused more on interpersonal relational 
outcomes, structured relationships set by sending and host organisations are crucial in 
determining these and need to be further examined. IDV projects with a greater learning or 
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cultural exchange component emphasise cross-cultural learning and sharing of cultures or 
experiences between volunteers and hosts (McIntosh and Zahra, 2007; Diprose, 2012). 
Volunteers and hosts can also be positioned as counterparts working together to build host 
capacities (McWha, 2011; Impey and Overton, 2014). Yet, many IDV projects are structured 
around the giving of items, the doing of care or the imparting of knowledge or skills from 
volunteers to hosts (Palacios, 2010; Conran, 2011; Mostafanezhad, 2012). Even though IDV 
projects articulate a discourse of equitable partnerships, they can reflect a structure where 
volunteers are “deliverers of aid to the needy,” and hosts “view aid and those who deliver it as a 
resource to be tapped” (Georgeou, 2012:142). Volunteers hence “enter into these hierarchies, 
which shape the position(s) they consciously or unconsciously adopt, as well as their 
relationships with hosts, whose position and choices are also shaped within hierarchies created 
by aid” (146), resulting in the difficulty of realising an „equal‟ partnership. 
 
Furthermore, bringing in temporality and spatiality can provide a more nuanced picture 
of relationships in IDV. Long-term volunteering (a year or more) is seen as more valuable in 
forging close relationships, though short-term volunteering (a week to months) also offers 
potential for cross-cultural exchange and learning. Temporality becomes more important when 
discussing development impact, as the next section will demonstrate. However, the literature‟s 
conceptualisation of time is through the time spent in situ in the host country. IDV projects that 
span over a year but are broken up into multiple short trips do not fit either „long-term‟ or „short-
term‟ definitions. Such projects – as I will explore in my empirical chapter – give the opportunity 
for a more nuanced notion of temporality in IDV, and how time affects the relationships formed. 
Unlike time, space in IDV has hardly been analysed in the literature. Yet, the different 
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relationships of development-oriented partnerships and informal convivial relationships hint at 
spatial specificities. Non-project spaces or spaces of leisure are potentially spaces for 
conviviality and friendships (McIntosh and Zahra, 2007; Palacios, 2010), and organisations may 
structure relationships in particular spaces. Because IDV exists across many different places and 
time frames, reading the “landscape as text” (Duncan, 1990) and detailing spatial and temporal 
influences in relationships will give a clearer picture of interpersonal relationships.  
2.4. Development Impact in International Development Volunteering  
While the IDV literature focuses on interpersonal relationships and cosmopolitan 
relational understandings between volunteers and hosts, it has paid less attention to the 
development impacts that result, much less the links between these relationships and 
development impact. In this section I outline how development impact and relationships‟ role in 
it has been analysed in IDV, before elaborating on two additional ways of understanding 
relationships in development – as contributing to impact sustainability and as social capital 
impact.   
 
In the IDV literature, short-term and/or „unskilled‟ volunteers are seen as less effective at 
providing „development‟ than long-term „skilled‟ volunteers (Tiessen and Heron, 2012; 
Hammersley, 2014; although Lough et al., 2010 are an exception to this). As Palacios writes of 
student volunteers, the “authority and responsibility vested in the volunteer roles might be 
unjustified, as foreign students do not necessarily have the capacity to deliver aid or transfer 
skills and knowledge” (2010:867). This lack of volunteer impact, when placed against IDV‟s 
discourses of care and help to the host community, highlights the disjuncture between discourse 
and experience. Yet volunteers may interpret their contributions as impactful or meaningful, 
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particularly from the hosts‟ expressions of gratitude or hospitality. Even though hosts also „give‟ 
back or help volunteers, volunteers primarily understand their IDV role as „givers‟ and the hosts‟ 
role as „recipients‟ (Sin, 2009; Palacios, 2010). This echoes the unequal discursive construction 
in international development of “Northern donors as carers who are active and generous and of 
Southern locals/beneficiaries as cared for, passive and grateful” (Silk, 2004:230). Such a 
volunteer perception risks turning away the focus from what is needed by the hosts/locals to 
what is given by the volunteers (Korf, 2006), begging the question of “to whom are we 
responsible?” (Sin, 2010). Similar to the ineffective aid and dependency that international 
development can bring, IDV can perpetuate dependent North-South relationships, or a form of 
neo-colonialism in imposing „help‟ on host communities (Perold et al., 2012). Academics 
therefore advocate the bringing of justice into relationships of care and responsibility (Tronto, 
1993; Smith, 1998; Simpson, 2004; Popke, 2006) to mitigate the impacts by recognising and 
prioritising the claims and rights distant others have on us (Korf, 2006; Noxolo et al., 2012).  
 
There is a small but growing body of literature on IDV‟s positive development impacts, 
with the role of close volunteer-host relationships as a key factor. In long-term „skilled‟ 
volunteering, the trust and reciprocity built over time between hosts and volunteers can facilitate 
mutual learning and local empowerment (Devereux, 2008; McWha, 2011; Georgeou, 2012; 
Schech et al., 2015). Even in short-term volunteering, convivial volunteer-host relationships can 
also serve as “acts of validation and empowerment” for hosts (Palacios, 2010:872). Because IDV 
and volunteering is essentially about people-to-people connections, drawing out how and 
whether interpersonal relationships are important in development impact is crucial. Making this 
link also brings out the role of the hosts (and host organisations) in creating development impact, 
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and thus challenge the portrayal of the hosts/locals as passive or as recipients. One way to enable 
this investigation is to tease out different development impacts of IDV. Classifying development 
impact as tangible and intangible – whereby tangible impact includes building infrastructure or 
providing basic needs like sanitation facilities, and intangible impact includes promoting good 
governance, improving institutional frameworks, and building skills and capacity – is useful here 
(Godfrey et al., 2002; Manor, 2007; Lough et al., 2010). Relationships, being intangible, may 
hence be a more important factor in intangible than tangible impact.    
2.4.1. Relationships’ role in the Sustainability and Continuity of Impact  
Moreover, IDV literature does not explore the role of interpersonal relationships in 
impact sustainability or continuity. Understanding this is crucial as IDV projects are bounded 
temporally and spatially: volunteers leave and projects close. Given the shorter term nature of 
volunteering compared to other international development work, and Tiessen and Heron‟s 
argument that “the benefits of hosting volunteers are correlated with the length of stay” 
(2012:47), it is imperative to understand the links between relationships and impact sustainability. 
Besides, the differential valuing of long-term over short-term volunteering highlights the need to 
explore the notion of time in relationship formation and impact sustainability. Here, development 
literature can provide some insights for IDV analyses. Impact sustainability is improved when 
demand-driven interventions are aligned with local development strategies or directed at areas 
that need aid most, and when there is local ownership and management of development 
interventions (OECD, n.d.2; Knack and Rahman, 2007; Manor, 2007). Conversely, the lack of an 
exit plan or transition from donors to locals/hosts can undermine sustainability or create aid 
dependence when donors pull out (Baird and Hammer, 2013). Impact sustainability can also be 
conceptualised in relation to wider structural challenges or context. Cowen and Shenton‟s (1996) 
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concepts of intentional and immanent development come in useful: the former refers to 
development projects themselves, and the latter refers to the wider process of socio-economic 
and political change projects are embedded in. Bebbington (2004) and Biddulph (2011) thus 
distinguish (1) the project‟s (intentional development) specific outcomes in the local scale from 
(2) the project‟s impact on the wider process of immanent development, on an institutional or 
national scale. Biddulph argues that a property rights intervention‟s impact in the context of land 
tenure in Cambodia did not address the wider problem of tenure insecurity as it was implemented 
in areas which already had secure tenure or were degraded and unable to support livelihoods. 
Thus, the project‟s impact is diminished when seen in the wider scalar context of tenure 
insecurity (2011). These perspectives on impact sustainability are at a macro project level, and 
hence the role of interpersonal relationships and local processes needs to be drawn out in 
applying them to IDV.  
2.4.2. Relationships as Social Capital Impact   
Relationships themselves can also be social capital impact. Social capital refers to the 
social networks and relationships that structure resources among people, or norms of trust and 
reciprocity between people that emerge from civic association participation and create benefit 
(Putnam et al., 1994). This concept was embraced particularly in international development and 
upheld as impact. Enhancing social capital within and among local/host communities became 
important for locals/hosts to access greater development benefits (e.g. in microfinance), and 
qualitative and quantitative indicators have been developed to measure social capital (Woolcock 
and Narayan, 2000; Abom, 2004). Yet, scholars critique the too positive portrayal of social 
capital and the lack of analytical linkage with the structural forces and relations that shape 
development (Fine, 2001; Bebbington, 2007). Bebbington (2002:802) calls for a 
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conceptualisation that is “macrostructural but also quite microsociological … to understand the 
mechanisms involved,” one that reflects Bourdieu‟s (1986) understanding of social capital as 
embedded in social structures. Moreover, analyses have centred mostly upon the social capital 
present in local/host communities, and rarely between locals/hosts and volunteers. A notable 
exception however is Palacios‟ (2010:873) article where ties maintained between volunteers and 
their host organisation allow the latter to gain funds and support from new volunteers. In my 
empirical chapters, I thus examine social capital between volunteers and hosts and its linkages to 
social structures.  
2.5. The Role of Relationships in Non-Development Domestic Impact 
Beyond development impact, IDV also brings non-development impacts for donor 
countries and volunteers. Here, IDV can contribute to international development discourse by 
broadening the latter‟s hegemonic portrayal of foreign aid impact as development impact 
accruing to recipient countries and people. Moreover, combining development with national 
interests is seen as contradicting development aims. Development discourse and academics 
generally view donor self-interest, conditionalities and tied aid
9
 unfavourably (Gore, 2000; Blunt 
et al., 2011), and the aid landscape is shifting to better align donor interests with recipient needs 
(OECD, n.d.2). Emerging and non-DAC donors who declare their pursuit of national interests 
along with development impact for their recipient countries are criticised or “viewed as 
„challengers,‟ or even „threats‟… to the global aid architecture” (Sato et al., 2011:2092) for 
mixing „altruistic‟ development with „self-interested‟ gains. While this view of international 
development as „altruistic‟ shows donors‟ prioritisation of recipient needs, it assumes that donor 
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self-interest is inherently negative, and that „Northern‟ donors do not weave self-interest into aid. 
In her book, Carol Lancaster traces how five Northern countries have all had domestic, 
diplomatic and development aims for aid since its conception. She argues, “despite an aid-for-
development norm, aid‟s purposes will continue to be mixed” (2007:222). She concludes that 
instead of “evaluations of aid‟s impact in the future continu[ing] to apply development criteria 
indiscriminately to all aid,” evaluations should include aid‟s impact on bilateral diplomacy and 
domestic development (222-3).  
 
Unlike in international development, the IDV industry articulates the gains to volunteers 
and donor countries, albeit to varying extents. Through the interpersonal interactions and 
relationships with the hosts, volunteers gain cosmopolitan work experiences (Jones, 2011; Lyons 
et al., 2012) and cosmopolitan understandings of difference and social issues (Diprose, 2012; 
Hammersley, 2013). Behind these volunteer gains are volunteer sending country interests, such 
as in “communicating cultural and diplomatic ideas” (Georgeou, 2012:31) and promoting 
responsible citizenship and cosmopolitanism among volunteers (Krishna and Habibul Haque, 
2004; Lacey, 2006). Showing how „North‟ countries also gain from the „South‟ shifts the 
development discourse from one-way generosity and giving from the „North‟ to two-way benefit 
and reciprocity. Nevertheless, with donor self-interest and unequal power relationships between 
donor and recipient comes a possibility that development aims become side-lined or 
compromised. For example, examining Platform 2, a programme where disadvantaged UK 
youths undertake IDV to improve their social inclusion and development awareness “in the 
context of direct engagement in development in the global South,” Ballie Smith and Laurie argue 
“this represents a tacit acknowledgement that young unskilled volunteers are unlikely to offer 
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significant development benefits in the global South” (2011:553). Instead, the sending of these 
youths overseas to learn social awareness reflected the use of the „South‟ for „Northern‟ needs. 
Moving forward, a rapprochement of the IDV and development literature here can reap 
theoretical insights. By examining donor interests and domestic impacts in tangent with 
development impacts, the tensions and connections between these aims can be analysed, and 
subsequently open up new ways of understanding international development relationships.  
 
To facilitate this task, the concepts of „soft power,‟ „public diplomacy‟ and „citizen 
diplomacy‟ come in handy. Joseph Nye (1990; 2004) coined and defined soft power as power to 
co-opt, attract and persuade, in contrast with coercive „hard power‟ (e.g. military, economic 
sanctions). Soft power operates at the level of the people/public, such as in public diplomacy, 
which “attract the publics of other countries, rather than merely their government” (Nye, 
2008:95). Culture (cultural diplomacy) through art, films, tourism is a significant form of public 
diplomacy (Lam, 2007; Winter, 2015). While linked mainly to peace or conflict resolution, 
citizen diplomacy
10
 refers to ordinary citizens or „citizen diplomats‟ (as opposed to government 
diplomats) who engage with citizens from other countries to informally achieve diplomatic goals 
(Sharp, 2001). While the definitions of these concepts vary, they embody the idea of 
international relations and influence being built through attraction, starting at the local scale of 
ordinary individuals. As international development and especially IDV emphasise the role of 
international cross-cultural relationships in achieving socio-economic development, they embody 
citizen and/or public diplomacy (Magu, 2013). Applying these underused concepts in IDV 
                                                 
 
10
 Particularly in the USA, citizen diplomacy is also referred to as Track II diplomacy, which refers to non-
governmental interactions between citizens. Track II diplomacy contrasts with Track I diplomacy involving 
government actors (Diamond and McDonald, 1991; Davies and Kaufman, 2003).  
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reveals how interpersonal relationships are the building blocks of international development 
(discursive) relationships. 
 
To conclude, these three sub-sections have detailed three aspects of interpersonal 
relationships in IDV – the formation of interpersonal relationships; their role in development 
impact; and in non-development domestic. In bringing in perspectives from Development 
Studies and Geography, I have linked interpersonal relationships closer to international 
development. Through addressing the various gaps highlighted in the IDV literature in my 
empirical chapters, I will elucidate how the processes of interpersonal relationship formation and 
their impacts intersect with and diverge from the discursive and structured relationships, and put 
together a wider picture of development relationships in IDV. Moving on, the next chapter 
outlines the contextual backgrounds and discourses of the key international development actors 




3. CAMBODIA, SINGAPORE AND THE SINGAPORE 
INTERNATIONAL FOUNDATION AS DEVELOPMENT 
ACTORS 
 
As my research is on the Singapore International Foundation‟s (SIF) IDV projects in 
Cambodia, I first provide the development and contextual backgrounds of the key international 
actors of my study – Cambodia, Singapore and SIF – before summarising how my choice of 
research study contributes to the development literature. I do not however provide the contexts of 
the Cambodian host organisations due to the promise of confidentiality and the many 
organisations involved.  
 
Table 3.1. Comparative Development Indicators for Singapore and Cambodia  
(Source: World Bank, 2015) 
Comparative Development Indicators 
(2013) 
Singapore Cambodia 
GDP (US Dollars, Billions) 297.9 15.2 
GDP per Capita (US dollars) 55,182.5 1,006.8 
GDP growth (annual %) 3.9 7.4 
Urban population (% of total) 100 20 
Poverty headcount ratio at US$1.25 a 




To get a sense of the possible development relationship between Singapore and 
Cambodia, I compare common development indicators across both countries in Table 3.1. While 
geographically proximate and both being post-colonial countries, the economic wealth and 
development of Singapore and Cambodia differ greatly: the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per 
capita of Singapore is 55 times higher than Cambodia‟s. SIF‟s IDV projects hence play out in 
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these contexts. Singapore‟s high per capita GDP is comparable to that of „Northern‟ countries 
(World Bank, 2015). In contrast, Cambodia‟s poverty headcount ratio11 or percentage of 
population living below US$1.25 a day is 10.1%. While the differences between Singapore‟s and 
Cambodia‟s economic wealth suggest a development relationship reflective of typical 
„North‟/donor and „South‟/recipient countries, a closer examination of Singapore‟s development 
history and approach reveals unique specificities.  
3.1. Cambodia as a Development ‘Recipient’ 
Cambodia is a country that has arguably been built on aid. Since the signing of the Paris 
Peace Agreement in 1991 and arrival of the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia 
(UNTAC), Cambodia has been on the receiving end of billions of aid dollars from international 
donors (Figure 3.1.). Prior to this intervention, Cambodia had a tumultuous history with war and 
conflict. Shortly after gaining independence from its French colonisers after 90 years in 1953, it 
was caught in the Vietnam war and an internal civil war. The civil war culminated with the 
Khmer Rouge taking power and establishing a genocidal regime from 1975-1979 which wiped 
out a quarter of the population, especially intellectuals and highly-skilled Cambodians (Chandler, 
2008). Following the end of this regime with invasion and occupation by the Vietnamese, 
Cambodia lacked the local capacity and infrastructure to rebuild itself on its own. The purpose of 
international development aid was to rebuild the country and to allow it to get back on its feet. 
While UNTAC withdrew in 1993 after holding national elections, aid continued to pour in from 
multilateral and bilateral donors and non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and still has a 
                                                 
 
11
 Singapore, with its high GDP per capita, does not have a population living below US$1.25 a day. It does not have 
an official poverty line or measure of poverty. However, researchers estimate a “relative poverty line” (where people 
cannot meet the average standard of living) at about 50-60% of the median wage. Based on this definition, 20 to 35 
per cent of Singapore households are living in relative poverty (Lien Centre for Social Innovation, 2015).  
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strong presence in Cambodia today (Widyono, 2008). This includes typical development aid 
projects staffed by aid practitioners and IDV projects. With the help of strong development 
presence and inflows, Cambodia‟s economic development is growing, but still remains low 
(Table 3.1).  
 
 
Figure 3.1. Net Official Development Assistance received by Cambodia.   
(Source: World Bank database 2014) 
 
International development in Cambodia faces many challenges from a combination of 
internal and external (aid) factors. Table 3.2 outlines the various aid issues – aid inefficiency, 
donor self-interest, aid ineffectiveness and aid fungibility – compromising development impact 
in Cambodia. These issues are exacerbated by the poor public infrastructure and corruption in 
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Brief Explanation and Example(s) of Issue in Cambodia Literature on this 
issue in the Global Aid 
Industry 
Aid inefficiency  Lack of coordination among donors or alignment of donor and recipient country interests.  
- Chanboreth and Hach (2008:20) highlight high aid fragmentation as over 39 donors run over 700 
projects across different socio-economic sectors. Over 1350 active NGOs (Cooperation Committee 
for Cambodia, 2011) operate in Cambodia. Aid fragmentation requires greater manpower and 
resources, resulting in a duplication and wastage of resources.  
- Donors do not coordinate their projects but rather work separately; according to monitoring 
indicators from the Paris Declaration, “coordinated missions” and “coordinated country analytical 
work” between donors stood at 19% and 35% respectively in 2010 (Cambodian Rehabilitation and 
Development Board, 2011). 
- Most donors use their own project administrative systems, bypassing existing government systems 
(Cambodian Rehabilitation and Development Board, 2011). This is due in part to donors‟ “distrust of 
the „existing administrative structures‟” (Hughes, 2006:75) for their inadequacy or lack of 




Easterly, 2003; Acharya 
et al., 2006; Knack and 
Rahman, 2007) 
Donor self-interest Imposition of donor conditions or conditionalities, or having tied aid (aid that has to be spent 
on donor-country goods and services) 
- Untied aid to Cambodia is at a high of 93% in 2010 (Cambodian Rehabilitation and Development 
Board, 2011). Project priorities are set by donors and not aligned with what is needed on the ground, 
particularly in the law and justice sector (Cameron and Low, 2012). Donor-driven priorities are 
coupled with the short-term nature of aid cycles, where donors‟ need to generate impact (and 
accountability to their countries or stakeholders) result in the funding of projects that reap the fastest 
„benefits.‟ 
(Bauer, 1981; Hancock, 
1989; Easterly, 2006; 
Murshed, 2009) 
Aid ineffectiveness 
in building local 
capacities 
Ineffectiveness in building local staff’s skill capacities for capacity building and technical 
assistance projects.  
- Cambodian civil service pay is very low, with about 70% of civil servants having to supplement 
their salaries with outside jobs (Sophal et al., 2008). By utilising their own staff and/or (illegally and 
artificially) supplementing civil servants‟ pay to keep them in projects, donors perpetuate the system 
(Godfrey et al., 2002). The donors‟ lack of trust in government capacity and the need to meet their 
own internal performance indicators result in tighter donor control and less effort and time for 
capacity building (Hubbard, 2005; Nunberg and Taliercio, 2012). 
(Fallon and  Pereira da 
Silva, 1993; Berg, 
1993; Knack, 2001) 
Aid fungibility Aid fungibility takes place when aid inflows to necessary development sectors allow 
governments to divert their budget away from these sectors and instead fund their own 
interests. Foreign aid to the education, health and rural development sectors in Cambodia has 





sanitation and education remain low despite efforts from government and aid organisations to 
improve these (Sophal et al., 2008). As a result, the question of aid dependency looms in 
Cambodia; as Sato et al. write, “Cambodia is among the most aid-dependent countries in Asia –
the proportion of its total public expenditure derived from aid has remained at nearly 90% since 
2005” (2011:2093).  
 
Nevertheless, aid continues to pour into Cambodia, with a significant shift from 
„Northern‟ donors of the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) to emerging „Southern‟ 
donors like China, Thailand, Korea and India (Sato et al., 2011). In fact, China disbursed 
US$200 million of aid to Cambodia in 2011, overtaking Japan as Cambodia‟s leading donor 
(Cambodian Rehabilitation and Development Board, 2011). This shift in Cambodia‟s aid 
landscape from „traditional‟ to emerging donors has geopolitical and diplomatic implications. 
The USA and other „Northern‟ donors‟ (except Japan) attempts to tie aid to governance, 
corruption and human rights reforms, and criticism of Cambodian‟s governance, have led to 
tense diplomatic relationships with Cambodia (Barber and Munthit, 1995; The Diplomat, 2009; 
Lum, 2015). These reforms have had little success due to Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen‟s 
great „adeptness‟ in evading political reforms, and donors‟ reluctance or failure to act on unmet 
conditions (Cock, 2010; Ear, 2013; Greenhill, 2013). In contrast, emerging donors and Japan 
pursue geopolitical and economic interests (commercial gain, access to resources, cross-border 
security and political influence) rather than political reform (Sato et al., 2011). Discursive 
development relationships between Cambodia and these donor countries are portrayed as 
partnerships or even friendships (Sony and Blomberg, 2015), with Hun Sen famously calling 
China “Cambodian‟s trusted friend” in 2006 (The Diplomat, 2009). For Cambodia, the 
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increasing contributions from emerging donors (especially China) reduces their dependence on 
„Northern‟ aid and is “a buffer against external pressures for reform” (Cock, 2012:258); these 
shifts herald an increasing propensity for Cambodia as an aid recipient to manage development 
relationships vis-à-vis its donors for its own political interest, at the expense of political reform.  
 
In terms of culture, Cambodian society is hierarchical, with respect and power accorded 
to people of a higher social order (older or higher-ranked) (Hughes, 2006; Aveling and 
Jovchelovitch, 2014). Using Hofstede‟s (1980) cultural dimension classification, Blunt and 
Turner (2005:78) characterise Cambodian society as having “high power-distance” or hierarchy, 
“high uncertainty avoidance,” “medium masculinity” and “high collectivism” (see Table 3.3). 
Moreover, a system of patronage, connections and corruption also characterises Cambodian 
politics and life (John, 1997; Springer, 2011); for underpaid, low-income workers and civil 
servants, petty corruption is more of a necessity of economic survival than for personal wealth 
gains (Ear, 2013). These cultural characteristics will affect the interpersonal interactions and 
relationships between Cambodian and Singaporean development actors.  
 
Table 3.3. Culture and Organisation in Cambodia (Source: Blunt and Turner, 2005:78) 




High power-distance Strong preference for hierarchical relations within organisations, which are 
strictly defined and observed. Unwilling to take initiative without clear 
instructions or approval from above 
High uncertainty 
avoidance 
Strong preference for clear definition in all organisational circumstances, 
particularly in relation to authority and responsibility, and in relation to rules 
and procedures 
Medium masculinity Preference for some role separation between men and women. Women are 
accepted by both sexes as being less powerful. Women must follow strict 
moral codes while men can get away with bad behaviour 
High collectivism High value given to the needs and interests of the group over the individual. 
Extended family relations and obligations to kin and ethnic affiliates take 
precedence over organisational interests. The idea of the „common good‟ is 
defined and understood primarily in terms of kinship 
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3.2. Singapore as an Emerging Development ‘Donor’ 
Singapore was a former colony of the United Kingdom (UK). Like Cambodia, it received 
development aid, but during the 1960s and 70s after becoming independent in 1965 (World Bank, 
2015). Yet, unlike Cambodia, Singapore industrialised and developed rapidly thanks to a 
combination of aid, Foreign Direct Investment, political stability and good governance. 
Singapore‟s economic wealth (measured by GDP per capita) and standard of living (education, 
healthcare and public infrastructure) improved and became comparable to the „developed‟ „North‟ 
countries. The late Founding Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew famously described Singapore‟s rise 
from “third world to first” (Lee, 2000), highlighting Singapore‟s status as a „first word‟ 
„developed‟ country amid the „developing‟ region of Southeast Asia.    
 
Despite Singapore‟s self-identification as a „first world,‟ „developed‟ country, it makes 
minimal Official Development Aid contributions
12
 compared to its „developed‟ or even its 
emerging donor counterparts (Aidflows, 2015). Singapore is not part of the DAC although Korea, 
its Newly Industrialised Economy counterpart, is. It also lacks a dedicated national development 
agency like the USAID or the UK‟s Department for International Development. Instead, in the 
recent two decades or so, Singapore has started providing development assistance in its own way. 
The Singapore Cooperation Programme (founded in 1992), Singapore Cooperation Enterprise 
(founded in 2006) and the Temasek Foundation (founded in 2007) provide technical assistance 
                                                 
 
12
 According to the Aidflows (2015) database, Singapore‟s 2014 contributions to the World Bank and Asian 
Development Bank are approximately US$16million and US$2million respectively. Singapore also does not 
contribute any ODA. This is contrasted with Switzerland and Korea, which have an ODA contribution of 
approximately US$3billion and US$1.7billion respectively in 2013.    
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and capacity building, and the Singapore Red Cross
13
 provides humanitarian aid. The 
organisations focus mainly in „developing‟ countries in the Southeast Asian and Asian region but 
also partner with other „developed‟ countries like France and Japan for projects in other regions. 
Dedicated IDV programmes like the Youth Expedition Project
14
 (YEP) and Overseas 
Community Involvement Programme (OCIP) also emerged. SIF is one organisation that does 
IDV, and I hence turn to an overview and analysis of SIF, its discourses and its IDV projects. 
3.3. The Singapore International Foundation as an International Development 
Volunteer Sending Organisation 
SIF is a non-profit organisation founded in 1991 “to build a corps of active global 
citizens for Singapore.” In 2012, this aim changed to building international cross-cultural 
connections and understanding between Singaporeans and world communities, exemplified by 
SIF‟s mission of “making friends for a better world.” Unlike its counterparts the Singapore 
Cooperation Programme (under the Ministry of Trade and Industry) and Singapore Cooperation 
Enterprise (under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs), SIF is not placed under direct state 
management. Krishna and Haque (2004) consider SIF a „governmental non-government 
organisation (GONGO)‟ due to its links to the Singapore state in areas such as its conception, 
leadership selection, funding etc. In the over ten years that have transpired since that article, 
many changes have taken place in SIF. Nevertheless, SIF still receives majority of its funds from 
the government
15
. SIF is exemplified by its mission to forge greater international understanding 
                                                 
 
13
 Unlike the other development organisations, the Singapore Red Cross (SRC) was founded as a branch of the 
British Red Cross in 1949 “and was subsequently incorporated by an Act of Parliament on 6 April 1973” (SRC, n.d.). 
14
 Interestingly, the Youth Expedition Project was initiated and run by SIF from 2000 to 2005, before being handed 
over to the National Youth Council.  
15
 As shown in the Charity Portal, SIF received $13, 319, 705 or 93% of its total income (not taking to account the 
loss in investment income) from government grants in the financial year 2014-2015 (MCCY, 2014).  
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and “friendships” through its “citizen ambassadors16.” Its IDV programme, Singapore 
International Volunteers, sends volunteers to undertake development work in mainly Southeast 
Asian but also Asian countries. In particular, SIF has been working with Cambodian host 
partners since 2001, making Cambodia one of its oldest county partners. However, SIF‟s 
international programmes include youth, business and cultural exchange programmes. SIF hence 
also works with and in „developed‟ countries like UK and Japan. In this regard, citizen 
diplomacy
17
 is the wider aim tying SIF‟s programmes together and pursued through SIF‟s IDV 
projects (Latif, 2013). As Jean Tan, the Executive Director of SIF said:  
 
“At the SIF, we firmly believe that a better world begins with better understanding. 
Hence a forum such as today‟s to exchange ideas, perspectives and experiences to 
inspire action. We see international understanding as essential to global peace, as well 
as to Singapore‟s vital interests and national security. While official diplomatic efforts 
are a key factor in fostering effective communication among governments, it is also 
essential that people-to-people exchanges through volunteerism or cultural diplomacy 
be a part of this strategy” (Tan, 2012). 
 
SIF‟s engagement of non-IDV or development programmes distinguishes it from other IDV 
agencies and programmes that stand alone (Peace Corps) or are part of development agencies 
(Japan Overseas Cooperation Volunteers and Australian Volunteers for International 
                                                 
 
16
 This is a collective term that SIF uses for its volunteers, arts and business participants from Singapore. 
17
 As mentioned in the literature review, citizen diplomacy refers to ordinary citizens from different countries 
engaging together to informally achieve greater understanding and better relations between countries.  
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Development). Similar to other emerging donors‟ (Sato et al., 2011), SIF articulates its domestic 
(citizen diplomatic) goals in doing IDV.  
3.3.1. The Singapore International Foundation’s Discourse  
Because SIF‟s IDV programme is one of its programmes for forging international 
understanding, it is important to look at the organisation‟s discourse in its entirety before 
zooming into its IDV programme discourse. Figures 3.2 and 3.3 show two speeches given at 
SIF‟s Connects! Tokyo event in Japan and its Direct Service Water for Life project closing 
ceremony in Cambodia
18
. While these two programmes differ greatly in nature (insight exchange 
versus development or IDV) and country profile („developed‟ versus „developing‟), they both  
Figure 3.2. Speech by the Singapore International Foundation‟s Executive Director at the SIF 
Connects! Tokyo Event. (Source: Tan, 2013). 
                                                 
 
18
 See Appendices A and B for the full speeches. 
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Figure 3.3. Speech by the Singapore International Foundation‟s Director of International 
Volunteerism at the Water for Life (Siem Reap) Closing Ceremony. (Source: Thevarakom, 2014). 
 
share a similar discourse of friendship, partnerships, collaboration and working “hand in hand.” 
SIF uses „partners‟ with reference to organisations, and „friends‟ more generally for both 
organisations and individuals. Even the 17,000 Cambodians who participated in and received 
bio-sand filters in the Water for Life project are termed “friends” in this speech, contrasting with 
the usual term of „beneficiaries‟ or „communities‟ used in development discourses19. In addition, 
                                                 
 
19
 As the term „communities‟ is used more widely on the SIF website, followed by „beneficiaries,‟ I will use the term 
„communities‟ when referring to the host country participants of SIF‟s IDV projects. 
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there is a narrative of mutual learning and exchange – of ideas and perspectives in the SIF 
Connects! Tokyo event, and through the water project in the Water for Life ceremony. Such 
articulations of international friendships and reciprocity during speeches, in the presence of, or 
with reference to, the delegates and diplomats mentioned in the speeches, reflect the friendly 
image of Singapore that SIF projects overseas. Moreover, Caballero-Anthony and Hangzo (2012) 
refers to SIF‟s Water for Life project and the SCP‟s and Temasek Foundations‟ sharing of 
Singapore‟s technical expertise in water to mainly „developing‟ countries as “water diplomacy,” 
projects “strengthening [Singapore‟s] ties with other states and increasing its influence at the 
regional and international level. More importantly in the case of the Water for Life project, these 
discourses reflect a Singapore-Cambodia development relationship as “a discourse of horizontal 
relations of mutual benefit, non-interference and respect for sovereignty, rather than the vertical 
hierarchy invoked by the terms „donor‟ and „recipient‟” (Mawdsley, 2012:257). SIF hence 
challenges the dominant development discourse of North-South, donor-recipient, and positions 
itself along an anti-colonial or post-colonial perspective that emphasizes the erasure of binaries 
between the „self‟ as powerful and the „other‟ as powerless (Sharp, 2008).  
 
While SIF‟s aims have shifted away from building global citizenship and 
cosmopolitanism sensibilities among Singaporeans to understanding between citizens and 
countries, there are still elements of the former in its discourse. Its aim of forging international, 
cross-cultural understanding and learning among SIF „citizen ambassadors‟ and „worldwide 
communities‟ echoes the cosmopolitan openness to difference advocated by other IDV 
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organisations (Lewis, 2006; Lough and McBride, 2014). SIF‟s most recent20 image shift 
reconceptualises its IDV and other programmes as “Collective Social Responsibility,” and 
encourages “working professionals” to go “beyond their 9-5 jobs” to build connections or help 
others in overseas communities (Figure 3.4.). The benefits for Singapore working professionals 
in becoming „citizen ambassadors‟ are to “widen both personal business networks and build new 
friendships for a better world.” Interestingly, this emphasis on professional global citizens and 
professional or business gains departs from the citizenship aims of national identity, community 
service that Krishna and Habibul Haque (2004) wrote about over ten years ago, and are still 
relevant in Singapore particularly among the youth IDV programmes (National Youth Council, 
n.d.; Sin, 2010).  
 
Figure 3.4. Collective Social Responsibility as Articulated by the Singapore International 
Foundation, Depicting Singapore „Citizen Ambassadors‟ with Overseas Counterparts.  
(Source: SIF, 2015). 
                                                 
 
20
 This shift is still on-going at the time of writing.  
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Looking specifically at SIF‟s IDV discourse, SIF is largely aligned with and embedded in 
the conventional IDV and development discourse. It has participated in and signed many global 
IDV conventions, including the Lima Declaration (Forum, 2014) which emphasises the links 
between volunteers and international development (specifically the MDGs, the Post-2015 
Development Agenda and its Sustainable Development Goals). Its IDV projects are mainly in the 
field of healthcare, education, the environment (water), development areas where Singapore has 
experience and expertise in. More than its Singaporean counterparts
21
, SIF has a development 
narrative of “sustainable positive change” and development, though it does not use the terms 
“poverty alleviation” or “poverty reduction.” Volunteers are at the centre of SIF‟s IDV projects, 
and are seen as having “expertise and enthusiasm” (SIF, n.d.2), and being able to “share [their] 
knowledge, skills and resources with others” (SIF, n.d.3). Like other IDV organisations, SIF 
carries a rhetoric of volunteers making a difference in and “uplift[ing] lives” of „developing‟ 
communities overseas (SIF, n.d.2). As such, the focus is on what volunteers do, and what the 
host communities in the country they work in hence gain from the volunteers and projects. 
Coupled with the images and descriptions of close volunteer-host community interactions (see 
Figures 3.5 and 3.6), SIF hence parallels other IDV organisations in articulating caring 
relationships between volunteers and host communities. Along with SIF‟s discourse of 
„partnerships‟ and „friendships‟ that highlight a more reciprocal relationship between volunteers 
                                                 
 
21
 The Singapore Cooperation Programme (SCP) adopts a rhetoric of “shar[ing Singapore‟s] developmental 
experience and knowledge with others as a responsible global citizen to help them achieve their development goals” 
(SCP, n.d.). The Youth Expedition Project focuses on youth development through “community service-learning 
projects” (National Youth Council, n.d.). For the SCP, it does not only target typical development sectors or 
„developing‟ countries but also offers training programmes in sectors like civil aviation and port management with 




and host communities, these interpersonal development relationships will be unpacked in my 
empirical chapters. Next, I examine SIF‟s IDV projects.  
 
 
(Left) Figure 3.5. A Volunteer (in orange) and Cambodian Villager Washes Sand in 
Preparation for a Bio-sand Filter Installation (Source: SIF, n.d.4). 
(Right) Figure 3.6. Specialist Volunteers (in orange) and Host „Trainees‟ at a Workshop 
in Tamil Nadu, India. (Source: De Silva, n.d.).  
3.3.2. The Singapore International Foundation’s International Development 
Volunteering Projects  
SIF‟s three IDV project modalities are Specialist and In-field projects which focus on 
capacity building, and Direct Service projects which attend to basic needs. For all three project 
modalities, SIF works directly with a host partner
22
 for each project. The host partner takes 
charge of coordination on the ground during volunteering trips, and SIF‟s country manager and 
key host partner staff carry out the inter-organisational communications. Table 3.4 (page 57) 
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shows key aspects of each project modality, as well as the four main IDV actors involved: 1) SIF, 
2) host partners, 3) volunteers and 4) host communities (termed „trainees‟ for Specialist and In-
Field Projects). The table was put together with information from SIF‟s website and my 
fieldwork at SIF. Here I highlight two crucial points in the table that will guide my empirical 
research. 
 
First, SIF‟s project modalities vary in time/duration. At a glance, Direct Service projects 
lasting a few days for „general‟ volunteers and In-field projects lasting six months to a year for 
„skilled‟ volunteers respectively mirror the short-term „unskilled‟ and long-term „skilled‟ IDV 
projects in the literature. However, this is complicated by Specialist projects which span three 
years but with „skilled‟ volunteers undertaking trips for a few days every six months. Specialist 
projects effectively fall between both „long-term‟ and „short-term‟ definitions of IDV projects. 
Moreover, because of this recurring characteristic of Specialist projects, not every volunteer, host 
partner staff or „trainee‟ stays throughout the project duration. Key Specialist volunteers and host 
partner staff participate in the IDV trips and project design over the three years, while other 
volunteers, host partner staff and „trainees‟ join for one or a few trips. Specialist projects‟ unique 
temporality hence troubles the IDV literature‟s distinction between short-term „unskilled‟ and 
long-term „skilled‟ volunteering. My analysis of Direct Service, Specialist and In-field projects 
will hence reveal a more nuanced role of time, among other factors, in volunteer-host 
interpersonal relationships.  
 
A second related point concerns the projects‟ structure, seen especially in point 6 (Project 
Initiation and Design), but also in the project aims, duration, development area, and IDV actor 
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roles. Here, it is imperative to distinguish between project structure and design: project structure 
is an overarching term how the project is organised and run, including its defining modality and 
framework (i.e. key characteristics of Table 3.4); project design is a subset of project structure, 
and refers to the design or shaping of the project within this modality and framework. For 
example, in designing a Specialist project, the SIF country manager, key volunteers and host 
partner staff plan the workshop contents and skills tested, but stick to the format of workshops 
and recurring trips over a three year duration. The projects are hence structured mainly by SIF, 
but also by host partner organisations; key volunteers play an important role too for Specialist 
and In-field projects. This structuring places IDV actors in different roles, and will be crucial in 
influencing interpersonal relationships (see Chapter Five). Echoing the IDV literature, my main 
focus will be on volunteer-host (community or „trainee‟) relationships, and then on sending and 
host partner organisation relationships. Looking at the volunteer and host community roles, 
capacity building Specialist and In-field projects seem to have more in-depth volunteer-host 
interactions and host community participation than Direct Service projects due to the skill 
exchange involved. This difference is accentuated when taking into account the longer duration 
of Specialist and In-field projects. In SIF‟s Specialist and In-field projects, the key host partner 
staff who coordinate and run projects on the ground can also be „trainees‟ who build capacities 
through the project; these „trainees‟ hence have the most in-depth participation and involvement 
in IDV projects. These roles and relationships will be explored in greater detail in the empirical 




Table 3.4. Characteristics of SIF‟s Project Modalities. (Source: Author‟s Own) 
 Direct Service Projects Specialist Projects In-field Projects 
1. Aims To provide basic needs and services that 
have tangible and immediately observable 
outcomes to host communities. 
To transfer skills to, and upgrade skills of professionals 
in host countries; also to build organisational capacity of 
host partners. 
To transfer skills to, and upgrade 
skills of their host partner‟s staff, 
and build organisational capacity in 




Water for Life (WFL): improving hygiene 
and sanitation through access to clean water, 
and hygiene education.  
Words on Wheels (WoW): inculcating 
reading and self-learning habits in students 
through a mobile library and volunteer 
English reading or sharing sessions.  
Mainly healthcare and education Mainly healthcare, education and 
other professional services 
3. Duration Volunteer trips last for a few days, and are 
carried out monthly by different groups of 
volunteers. The entire Direct Service project 
runs for around three years.  
Volunteer trips last for a few days, and are carried out 
twice or thrice a year. The entire Specialist project 
usually runs for three years.  
Volunteer projects range from six 
months to one year, and volunteers 
stay in the host country throughout 
this duration.   
4. Volunteers General volunteers; each trip is made by a 
group of 6-12 volunteers, led by a Direct 
Service Team Leader (DSTL) who is a 
returning volunteer or a SIF staff. 
 
Volunteers pay for their own expenses. 
„Specialist‟ or skilled volunteers; a team of volunteers is 
formed for the project, with an appointed lead volunteer. 
The lead volunteer and some volunteers are involved 
throughout the project duration, while other volunteers 
may make only one to a few trips.  
Volunteers receive a per diem and do not have to pay for 
their air tickets. 
Skilled volunteers; only one 
volunteer is involved per project.  
 
Volunteers receive a stipend during 
their stay in the host country and do 
not have to pay for their air tickets.  
5. Place Water for Life takes place in rural villagers 
and schools, while Words on Wheels is 
carried out mainly in urban schools.  
Often at the host partner organisations, or at 
organisations affiliated to the host partner 





Can be initiated by the SIF or host partner; 
projects are designed mainly by the SIF, 
with input from host partners 
Can be initiated by the SIF or host partner; before project is started. A Feasibility Study is 
carried out by the SIF country manager and key volunteers (led by a lead volunteer). The 
overall project is designed by the SIF, key volunteers and host partner staff, but specific trip 
activities are designed mainly by key volunteers and host partner staff. 
In this regard, key host partner staff can also be „trainees‟ or „master trainers.‟  
7. Volunteer 
Roles 
Implementation: volunteers build and install 
water filters (e.g. bio-sand filters) or wells, 
and carry out sharing sessions on reading, 
hygiene etc. with the host communities.  
 
The DSTL is responsible for leading the 
Design and implementation: volunteers prepare and 
carry out training workshops which often involve a 
combination of teaching, practical training and 
observations; for TOT projects, the level and difficulty 
of the workshops increases over the course of the 
project. Some projects involve a training attachment in 
Design and implementation: 
individual volunteers prepare and 
carry out workshops to build the 
capacities of their host partner 
counterparts, and also work on 
specific projects together. 
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team, handling logistical arrangements and 
host partner liaisons on the ground. 
Singapore for selected trainees. 
The lead volunteer takes overall responsibility for 




For Water for Life projects, rural families 
and villagers receive water filters. In some 
projects, villagers and school children 
participate in hygiene demonstrations by 
volunteers.   
For Words on Wheels projects, school 
children participate in English reading and 
sharing sessions by volunteers.  
Each IDV trip impacts a different host 
community. Host communities are 
sometimes termed „beneficiaries.  
Staff from the host partner and other affiliated 
organisations (collectively known as „trainees‟) 
participate in the workshops. 
Some projects have different „trainees‟ over the years; in 
other projects, particularly for Training of Trainer 
(TOT) ones, selected „trainees‟ take part in the entire 
project duration and become „master trainers‟ who will 
be equipped with the skills and knowledge to „train‟ 
other „trainees.‟    
Host partner‟s staff  (often known 
as „trainees‟) work with volunteers 
to improve their own skills or on a 
particular organisational project.  
9. Host 
Partner Roles 
During the volunteer trip, host partner staff 
engage with the volunteers and facilitate 
their experience, such as demonstrating the 
filter building process, and linking 
volunteers to the host communities. Host 
partner staff also work with the SIF country 
manager to coordinate volunteer trip 
logistics and activities.  
Key host partner staff liaise with the SIF country 
manager and key volunteers on projects, and handle the 
workshop logistical arrangements on the ground. Some 
may also take on translator and facilitator roles for 
workshops.  
During the project, key host partner 
staff help facilitate the volunteer‟s 
stint at the organisation, and work 
with the volunteer on developing 
his/her work.  
10. SIF’s 
Roles 
Funding-wise, SIF re-directs the funds it receives from its donors (whether government or corporate) in funding the IDV projects. It plays a 
significant role in the projects‟ design and direction.  
For Specialist and In-field projects, these funds cover volunteer expenses and allowances and some technical resources. For Specialist projects, 
selected „trainees‟ are funded for training attachments in Singapore. For Direct Service projects, the funds cover the project expenses (e.g. cost 
of building and installing water filters). 
The country manager handles overall project management, volunteer support, and relationships with volunteers and host partners.  
11. Project 
Evaluation 
Evaluations are done after each project trip 
by the DSTL, and mid-term and post-project 
evaluations and reports are carried out by 
the host partner and SIF country manager. 
These evaluations pertain both to the project 
outcome (quantitative indicators e.g. number 
of filters built, and qualitative indicators e.g. 
changes in community) and project process.    
Evaluations are done after each project trip by the lead 
volunteer or volunteer-in-charge. Khmer and English 
feedback forms on workshops evaluation and 
perceptions of Singapore/ volunteers are also given to 
the participants after each workshop. Mid-term and post-
project evaluations and reports are carried out by the 
host partner, SIF country manager and lead volunteer. 
Evaluations pertain to the project outcome and project 
process. About a year after the project closes, an audit 
review is carried out by lead/key volunteers and the 
country manager to evaluate the project-related impacts.    
Monthly reports are done by the In-
field volunteer to track project-
related and personal developments. 
In addition, mid-term and post-
project evaluations and reports are 




3.4. Examining Development Relationships through the Singapore 
International Foundation’s International Development Volunteering 
Projects in Cambodia  
As such, SIF‟s IDV projects in Cambodia provide an interesting lens to examine 
Singapore-Cambodia development relationships and contribute to the wider IDV and 
development literature on development relationships and partnerships. Singapore, a post-colonial 
country like Cambodia but more affluent and „developed‟ socio-economically, sees itself as a 
„First world‟ country that has shed its colonial and pre-independence „Third world‟ roots. Neither 
a „Northern‟ DAC country nor strictly a „Southern‟ country, Singapore defies the binary 
categorisation of North-South and First world-Third world in development. Moreover, SIF 
interweaves domestic, diplomatic gains with development aims. With its terming of hosts as 
„friends‟ and host organisations as „partners‟ and „friends,‟ SIF portrays reciprocal and mutually 
beneficial development relationships challenging the donor-recipient characterisation in 
international development. This aligns it closer to other emerging donors, particularly China and 
India who reject and divert from the DAC norms (Sato et al., 2011). Nevertheless, Singapore‟s 
status as a non-normative and emerging development „donor‟ or actor contrasts with post-
conflict Cambodia‟s experience as an aid recipient in the past two decades. This juxtaposition is 
important as the past experience of Cambodian IDV actors with typical North-South 
development projects will inevitably influence their interactions and interpersonal relationships 
with SIF and the volunteers. SIF is also embedded within the wider international development 
and IDV discourses. As such, while a Singapore-Cambodia development relationship through 
SIF‟s IDV projects in Cambodia defies the binary North-South, donor-recipient categorisations 
in international development, it should not be seen as an entirely „new‟ relationship outside 
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normative development discourse, but rather as a different rendering of North-South 
development relationships.  
 
Moving to the next chapter, I introduce my methodology and methods that guide my 
analysis. Thereafter, I delve into my three empirical chapters that will elucidate interpersonal 





4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: 
METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES, METHODS AND 
REFLECTIONS 
In this methodology chapter, I first detail my motivations for the research and subsequent 
methodological approaches that guided and provided the basis for the data collection methods I 
used. I expound on these methods, and then reflect on my positionality and experiences through 
the research process. I follow feminist geographers‟ understanding of „positionality‟ as the 
researcher‟s shifting positions/identities vis-à-vis other actors in the research process (England, 
1994; Rose, 1997; Kobayashi, 2009). While written separately, these three aspects are 
intertwined and should be seen as operating in concert. My motivations, methodological 
approaches and methods were informed by my positionality and my “situated knowledge” 
(Haraway, 1988) or way of seeing. Reflecting throughout the research process, I repositioned my 
identities, refined my methods, and reframed certain epistemologies.    
4.1. Motivations and Methodological Approaches  
My research topic, questions and approach stemmed from trying to combine practical 
significance with the theoretical and empirical significance often present in academic research. 
This bridging of the often dichotomised relationship between „pure‟ and „applied‟ research 
(Pacione, 2009) was something I endeavoured to do. My research topic of IDV and working with 
SIF was a serendipitous suggestion from my supervisor A/P Tracey Skelton that gelled with my 
practical, personal and political interest in the subject. Having joined one of SIF‟s Direct Service 
projects
23
 and heard experiences from friends, I had developed a healthy dose of scepticism and 
                                                 
 
23
 Incidentally, I had participated in a Words on Wheels project to Bandung, Indonesia in 2013.  
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concern about the impacts of such projects on host communities. SIF was keen in finding out 
more about IDV, particularly about relationships. This gave me an opportunity to publish and 
present my research in both academic and practitioner fields, to use research “not simply as a 
mechanism for studying and explaining change, but … as an instigator of change, as an activist 
endeavour” (Martin, 2002:23). Nevertheless, my decision to do practical/impact-oriented 
research with SIF presented many ethical and epistemological challenges as SIF supports and 
funds projects for its IDV host partners and communities. Taking up the “ethical position 
implicit in the problem-oriented approach of applied” geography (Pacione, 2009:176) and 
researching with both powerful and vulnerable groups therefore requires epistemologies sensitive 
to power relations and negotiating difference. I hence drew on post-colonial, feminist and 
development epistemologies. 
 
Post-colonial, feminist and development epistemologies share a post-modern 
constructivist underpinning. While wary of universal truths and paying attention to how different 
people interpret and experience social phenomena, they recognise the structural political forces 
that shape and are shaped by these experiences. Moreover, they focus on marginalised groups 
and subjects, or what Spivak calls the “sub-altern” (1988). I briefly outline the key 
epistemological views that guided my methods, and their relevance to my research. In section 4.3 
I elaborate on my embodied experience and reflections of adopting these approaches throughout 
the research process.  
4.1.1. ‘Situating’ Knowledge  
Haraway‟s concept of “situated knowledge” argues that knowledge is always a partial 
understanding produced by one‟s socio-cultural context and personal interpretation (1988). As 
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such, it rejects meta-narratives and embraces a commitment to finding out how knowledges are 
interpreted and embodied through individual experiences. Moreover, the “„field‟ is not a neutral 
place….[but with] its own political, social, economic and cultural context” (Madge et al., 
1997:101). Hence, these scholars emphasise an attention to the role of the researcher (myself) 
and the „fields‟ in the research and knowledge-making process. Being a middle-class female 
Singaporean researching IDV in my home and another country, I enter this research project with 
my own perspectives from previous experiences. Also, doing development-related research in 
the „field‟ of another country needs careful consideration of power relations between cross-
cultural actors and those embedded in landscapes to make sense of different interpretations of 
IDV.  
4.1.2. Negotiating Positionality 
While seeing knowledge as situated necessitates the examination of my assumptions and 
others‟ individual experiences, recognising the researcher‟s positionality requires attention to the 
relational process in which research is practiced and knowledges produced. Ansell writes of the 
“embodied researcher” as being “constructed in particular (and varied) ways by the researched” 
(2001:105). Difference and inequality between researcher and „researched‟ is actively interpreted 
by both parties, such that neither of them “remains unchanged through the research encounter … 
both negotiate their knowledges through it” (Rose, 1997:315). As a researcher-student in IDV 
caught between the power dynamics that play out between sending-host organisations, volunteer 
and host, I need to be cognizant of and negotiate my positionality vis-à-vis other actors 
throughout the research process.  
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4.1.3. Representing (Others’) Perspectives  
Finally, the presence of different actors with unequal power raises questions about whose 
perspectives to represent, and how to represent them. Inherent in post-colonial, feminist and 
development epistemologies is a desire for social justice through research and knowledge 
production. Post-colonial scholars, following Spivak (1988), aim to allow the „sub-altern‟ or 
marginalised groups‟ voices to be heard by articulating their voices in the research or writing 
with them. This is important in international development and IDV, where the locals/hosts (and 
organisations to a lesser extent) are more vulnerable as they receive volunteers and funds from 
sending/donor organisations. Adopting a bottom-up and reflexive methodology that seeks to 
understand others on their own terms hence avoids the criticism that Mohanty, in Under Western 
Eyes (1988) lays on certain Western feminists: essentialising and misrepresenting the voices of 
„Third world‟ people. Thus, the three epistemological views are united in recognising the 
researcher‟s biased role in knowledge production, and de-centring the researcher through a 
reflexive process of “self-examination and self-transformation in the exchange of knowledge 
between the relationship between the researcher and those studied” (Kobayashi, 2009). 
4.2. Methods and Limitations  
In this section, I give an overview of my research study before highlighting the methods 
adopted and limitations.  
4.2.1. Overview of Research Study  
Guided by the epistemologies and my research focus on interpersonal relationships at the 
local scale, I adopt a grounded theory approach, an inductive and iterative research process 
allowing themes and questions to be examined, reflected upon, coded, sorted and revised 
throughout the research process (Cope, 2009; Charmaz, 2011). I chose qualitative methods to 
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make space for research participants‟ voices and experiences. Moreover, qualitative methods are 
better suited than quantitative ones in uncovering causal mechanisms. This is crucial as my thesis 
investigates how interpersonal relationships form and their roles in development and non-
development impact.   
 
In the previous chapter, I outlined my rationale of examining SIF‟s IDV projects in 
Cambodia
24
 and across the different modalities of Direct Service, Specialist and In-field projects. 
For the specific projects, I chose ongoing or recently completed ones to ensure recency and 
accuracy of information from research participants. On-going projects would also allow me to 
participate in the trips with the volunteers, and gain a first-hand understanding of the projects. In 
total, I examined five Specialist projects, two Direct Service projects and two In-field projects 
from August 2014 to March 2015 (Table 4.1). All projects were ongoing or recently competed, 
except projects five and eight which were examined as they provided the foundation and impetus 











                                                 
 
24
 My decision to focus on one host country instead of doing a comparative study between two or more host 
countries was to reveal a more in-depth picture of relationships and their impact on development within the same 
time and resource frame. While a comparative country analysis would be valuable in showing how these 
relationships or impact can be formed irrespective of country context, the small scope of the research made this 
option unfeasible. 
25
 I am not certain why there has been a lull in In-field projects in Cambodia.  
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Table 4.1. Overview of Projects Researched. (Source: Author‟s Own) 
 
4.2.2. Primary and Secondary Methods  
For data collection, I adopted two key primary methods of semi-structured interviews and 
participatory observations. These were complemented by focus group discussions and a 
discourse analysis of SIF‟s material. These methods and data sources provided data triangulation 
























Installation and building of bio-sand filters to 
provide villagers with access to clean 
drinking water. (Host partner also carries out 
filter installation and building when 
volunteers are not around). 






Rural Completed Water, 
sanitation and 
hygiene 
Installation and building of bio-sand filters to 
provide villagers with access to clean 
drinking water. (Host partner also carries out 
filter installation and building when 




Urban On-going Education Capacity building 
4 Specialist 
Project 




Urban Completed Healthcare Capacity building 
A Training of Trainers (TOT) programme 
with „master trainers.‟ 
6 Specialist 
Project 
Urban Completed Healthcare Capacity building 
A Training of Trainers (TOT) programme 
with „master trainers.‟ 
7 Specialist 
Project 
Urban Completed Healthcare Capacity building and improving 
organisational capacity and coordination. 
A Training of Trainers (TOT) programme 








4.2.2.1. Semi-Structured Interviews and Focus Group Discussions  
In total, I interviewed 55 actors of SIF‟s IDV projects (see Table 4.2): volunteers26, SIF 
and host partner staff and Cambodian hosts („trainees‟ and community members). The volunteer 
and SIF staff interviews were carried out in Singapore, while those with hosts and host partner 
staff were held in Cambodia. Because relationships are embodied and subjective, semi-structured 
interviews allowed me to tease out how the different actors see and relate to each other. 
Moreover, semi-structured interviews allow participants to share personal opinions that may be 
controversial, and are thus better than focus group discussions where group dynamics and power 
play a role, or quantitative surveys that limit the scope of the information collected. 
 
Table 4.2. Project Actors who Participated in the Interviews. (Source: Author‟s Own) 
















11 Not applicable 5 13 29 
*The In-field projects took place in one of the Specialist host partner organisation. 
 
With the projects identified above, SIF sent out an introductory email to all relevant 
volunteers and host partner staff with a short description of my project
27
. Subsequent follow-up 
emails or contact were done by me. I interviewed the volunteers who responded favourably. As 
SIF had the contacts of their host partners but not the hosts, I followed up with the host partner 
                                                 
 
26
 Also known as Singapore International Volunteers. 
27
 As such, SIF neither „chose‟ the project actors whom I could contact nor prevented me from contacting them.  
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staff over email and in Cambodia to identify potential interview participants. Prior to the 
interview, all participants were given or read an information sheet (in English or Khmer) about 
the nature and background of the project. With their informed consent, I conducted the 
interviews and audio-recorded them or took field notes when audio-recording was not possible. 
 
The interviews aimed to understand participants‟ experience and perception of their 
relationships vis-à-vis other IDV actors, and how these relationships impacted them or the 
project as compared to other factors. As the idea of „relationships‟ is quite abstract, I asked 
participants to describe and comment on their interactions with other project actors. I also asked 
them to talk about project impacts and how relationships contributed to these. A key limitation 
was in communicating with the Cambodian IDV actors. As the Direct Service projects took place 
in rural communes, many of the hosts did not speak English and only Khmer. While I had an 
interpreter, there were misinterpretations and nuances that were lost in translation. Even the 
English interviews with host partners and Specialist and In-field hosts relatively fluent in English 
proved difficult due to differences in the pronunciation or meanings of words. While these 
aspects improved with my clarifications and simpler questions, the Cambodian interviews were 
not as rich in detail or depth as the Singaporean ones.  
 
Most of the participants interviewed were key actors or informants who had in-depth 
knowledge and experience about the project. For the Specialist Projects, many volunteers and 
trainees interviewed participated in the entire project
28
. While not a sampling aim, this afforded 
deep insights into how relationships and their impacts evolved over time. However, because 
                                                 
 
28
 This is with the exception of a project which had just commenced. 
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many Specialist volunteers and „trainees‟ only attend one or two sessions29, a limitation was in 
understanding the perspectives of these more „transient‟ actors. This also played out for the 
Direct Service projects: substantial insights from Cambodian hosts could not be gained due to 
language difficulties and their little interaction with volunteers. As most of these hosts meet 
volunteers only during a 30 minute installation at their homes, they understandably could not 
comment much on their interactions with the volunteers. This lack of knowledge on host 
perspectives in short-term Direct Service projects presents a methodological difficulty in 
understanding the projects‟ interpersonal relationships and development impact. This difficulty is 
more pronounced because short-term projects are also the most criticised in the IDV literature for 
negative relational impact (Simpson, 2004; Palacios, 2010), making these hosts the most 
vulnerable actors in IDV. Given these unsurmountable limitations, it is important to examine 
short-term Direct Service projects with a more critical lens. Following IDV academics, I explore 
short-term volunteer-host interactions mainly through participant observation, volunteer and staff 
perspectives (chapter 5.3 and 6.1.3), before returning to this significance of this gap.  
 
For the two Direct Service Water for Life trips, I conducted focus group discussions with 
volunteer teams on the trips. As there were little power differences between volunteers, focus 





                                                 
 
29
 This is especially for Specialist projects that are not the Training of Trainer model.  
30
 The questions asked were more general, fewer, and related to the roles and impact of the actors in the project. 
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4.2.2.2. Participant Observations 
Participation observations of SIF‟s IDV activities complemented the semi-structured 
interviews. The SIF IDV activities I joined spanned the volunteer pre-trip, during-trip and post-
trip phases
31
. As the main IDV experience was during the trip in the host country, I focused on 
this. I hence undertook four research trips to Cambodia and participated in their various activities 
(see Table 4.3). Participation observation gave me a better understanding of the projects and 
inter-actor dynamics; this helped me in posing questions during the interviews. During the 
activities I informally conversed with the actors, gaining insight into their perceptions and 
experiences. Moreover, adopting varying roles and responsibilities as a researcher, volunteer, 
and even a Direct Service Team Leader, and being „read‟ in myriad ways by the actors 
encountered allowed me to reflect on the different perspectives in IDV. I was an observer or 
participant on most of the trips and activities, observing the Specialist training sessions or joining 
in the Direct Service volunteer activities. However, I was a Direct Service Team Leader in a 
Water for Life trip
32
, essentially representing SIF; for the Specialist trip (project 4), I was also 
asked by the volunteers to facilitate a one-hour article-based discussion on giving feedback
33
. 
This enmeshing of researcher, SIF representative and volunteer roles profoundly shaped my 
perspectives, and will be discussed in section 4.3.  
 
 
                                                 
 
31
 Pre-trip activities provide potential volunteers with context about SIF and its projects, and orientate new 
volunteers before they embark on their projects overseas. Post-trip activities organised by SIF are quarterly 
volunteer networking events, and yearly volunteer appreciations. Pre- and post- trip activities were carried out in 
Singapore 
32
 As SIF could not get a Direct Service Team Leader (DSTL) for this particular trip, the SIF country manager asked 
me to lead the trip. I had previously participated as a participant observer-volunteer on this Water for Life project, 
and hence was eligible to take on a DSTL role. To help the country manager and gain different perspectives as a 
DSTL, I thus took on this role.   
33
 The discussion revolved around a short article from the Harvard Business Review entitled “Finding the Coaching 
in Criticism.” I was asked to talk about key points in the article with the healthcare „trainees‟ at the workshop.  
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Table 4.3. Projects and activities joined for the research. (Source: Author‟s Own) 
Project Number 





Volunteer Activities Joined 
1  Direct Service 
(Water for Life) 
5 days Joined a group of individual volunteers in 
building and installing of bio-sand filters 
2 Direct Service 
(Water for Life) 
5 days 




 trip as observer with corporate volunteers, 2
nd
 
trip as Direct Service Team Leader leading team 
of student (aged 17-18) volunteers; built and 
installed bio-sand filters, packed and distributed 
hygiene kits, conducted basic hygiene 
demonstration in schools. 
3 Specialist 
(Education) 




5 days for 
2 trips 
Observed and joined in training workshops; 
observed volunteer-host staff meetings.  
5 Specialist 
(Healthcare) 
2 days Observed evaluation assessment at host partner 
organisation and another participating 
organisation 
4.2.2.3. Secondary Methods  
In addition to primary methods, I drew on secondary data to analyse SIF discourses (see 
chapter 3), to understand the context for the projects, and to get a different perspective of 
projects‟ relationships and impact from SIF itself. I mainly analysed material from the SIF, 
which include but was not limited to: feasibility studies; Memorandums of Understanding 
(MOUs) between the SIF and host partners; project evaluations; feedback and audit reports from 
the various actors; and project information and articles on the SIF website and in magazines. I 
also looked into how project impact was defined and measured by SIF.  
4.3. Reflections and Insights  
The methods and methodologies I outlined in the preceding sub-sections shifted over the 
research process, following my embodied encounters and experiences in the „field.‟ Here, I 
reflect on some key themes to draw out the insights from and limitations of my research.  
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4.3.1. On the ‘Sub-altern’ and their Vulnerability  
As a researcher on international development and IDV, and having been introduced to the 
project actors by the sending organisation (SIF), I was very conscious about the potential power 
dynamics between the Cambodian participants and me. While I am not from a typical „first world‟ 
country – Singapore being itself a colony less than 60 years ago – I was concerned that the 
Cambodian staff and hosts would read me as a representative of SIF and be reluctant to bring up 
contentious or sensitive information. In line with the development literature (Scott et al., 2006; 
Sumner and Tribe, 2008), the Cambodian participants were the „sub-altern‟ and vulnerable group 
both in the IDV projects and in my research process.  
 
To mitigate these, I tried two intertwined approaches – the first to emphasise my 
independence from SIF by introducing myself as a research student; the second, what Howitt and 
Stevens (2005:32) call “de-colonising research,” being sensitive to cultural differences, 
respecting opinions and trying to build relationships of trust with the hosts. To bridge the 
information and trust gap, and because of my inability to speak Khmer, I enlisted interpreters 
who understood the local context. Interpreters are essentially translators of culture, behaviour 
and body language, but add another layer of interpretation and complexity in the research 
process (Desai and Potter, 2006) as they have their own positionalities and can in fact negatively 
affect the cross-cultural translation process due to insensitivity or lack of understanding (Scott et 
al., 2006). This negative aspect was something I experienced in my first Cambodian interviews, 
where despite my instructions, the interpreter presented me as a representative of SIF. I hence 
could not use the interview for analysis, and had to brief the interpreter clearly. While this 
misrepresentation was then rectified for the Khmer interviews, and most of the Cambodian 
73 
 
participants of Specialist and In-field projects could do interviews in English, it was almost 
inevitable that I was read as a researcher for SIF. Interestingly, this did not result in the 
Cambodians‟ discomfort or reluctance to share their perspectives with me, as I had initially 
feared. Instead, my link to SIF became the “basis of sameness and commonality” with them 
(Skelton, 2009), and they readily gave suggestions and areas for improvement. Some of the 
Specialist trainees even took the first step to contact me for an interview, surprising my 
Cambodian friends
34
 who felt Cambodians were usually reticent in sharing. One friend 
commented that my „foreigner‟ status and association with SIF could have played to my 
advantage; as Scott et al. write, “people astutely saw the research interview as a chance to 
express their criticism” (2006:33) or more often in my experience, to suggest needs. Their 
willingness to participate in the research, to speak indirectly with SIF, echoes Sumner and 
Tribe‟s (2008:44) assertion that the marginalised are not powerless, and their role in the research 
and development process must be acknowledged instead of simply trying to speak on their 
behalves. In fact, there were differing power dynamics between the Cambodian hosts and me, 
and some trainees older and more experienced were more articulate and confident compared to 
others. This points to the heterogeneity of local positionalities, and challenges the marginality 
and passivity often associated with those receiving development.  
4.3.2. On SIF and My Positionality 
Because I was collaborating with SIF and writing them a report, I was concerned that 
their role as a „sponsor‟ or a significant partner organisation could, as Mitchell and Draper write, 
challenge or undermine the integrity of the research process or outcomes (1982:70-71). As the 
                                                 
 
34
 I made these Cambodian friends during a field module in Cambodia in 2013, and they are not related to or 
involved in SIF‟s IDV projects.  
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Cambodian actors (both host partner staff and hosts) are to a significant extent dependent on SIF 
for development funds and volunteers, they are in a vulnerable and less powerful position vis-à-
vis SIF. Therefore, my publishing of sensitive data may have negative repercussions on the 
Cambodians and their livelihoods, should SIF trace the identity of participants and take action 
against them. Moreover, as SIF was the gatekeeper in my research project, and provided funding 
for my research expenses, they could have significant leverage and power to dictate or influence 
the kinds of research questions I could ask, or the kinds of research data I could reveal. Here, the 
engaging of policy-oriented research was like a double-edged sword (Dorling and Shaw, 2002). 
 
These two challenges shaped the way I approached my research, as I felt it paramount to 
reduce potential conflicts of interest between myself and SIF, ideally through establishing 
agreements about respecting the independence and objectivity of the research (Fisher and 
Anushko, 2008). My wariness towards SIF was compounded by my „situated knowledge‟ of 
international development and IDV from the literature and personal anecdotes as fraught with 
inequality, and my epistemological leanings towards social justice-oriented post-colonial and 
feminist research. However, it was the protracted negotiations and disagreements between the 
National University of Singapore (NUS), SIF and myself over the Intellectual Property (IP) 
rights of my work that heightened my wariness to a critical level. Both NUS and SIF wanted 
exclusive ownership of the IP rights, and I was concerned about my research independence to 
critically comment on SIF and its projects should SIF take exclusive IP rights. This dispute 
escalated and the research project almost fell through, but in the end NUS withdrew their claim 
to IP rights and SIF took exclusive rights with a clause that any objections they had to my future 
publications would be worked out with me “in good faith.”   
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In hindsight, this experience shifted my perspective of SIF and made me quite wary of 
fully engaging in and experiencing their activities. My critical perspective also extended to the 
volunteers. I tended to see their interactions with the hosts mainly in terms of the „othering‟ and 
perpetuating of stereotypes as reflected in the literature (Simpson, 2004; Tiessen and Heron, 
2012). However, over time, the encounters and personal reflections made me cognizant of my 
own partiality and acquainted me with other perspectives. I became friends with some of the 
volunteers and staff, and I thus had to reconcile my critical perceptions on their work or roles 
with the respect and affection I felt for them. This led to many conversations, debates, and most 
crucially openness on my end to share and discuss my scepticism and criticism. As reflexive 
researchers encouraged to build rapport with research participants, our approach is often to 
establish sameness/commonality, not difference or disparity. Yet, as Rose writes, “neither the 
researcher nor the researched remains unchanged through the research encounter … Both 
negotiate their knowledges through it” (1997:315). Withholding my situated knowledge and 
perspectives in the interviews prevented both the participant/„researched‟ and me from fully 
engaging with each other‟s perspectives, and was also a form of power or hegemonic control I 
had over the knowledge production process. The “epistemic violence” (Spivak, 1988) of 
appropriating and speaking for research participants not only applies for the sub-altern groups 
but can also affect „dominant‟ ones. Learning to be open with my respondents about our 
differences thus created spaces of negotiation and allowed me to better understand their positions.  
 
My experience as a Direct Service Team Leader (DSTL) and a short stint facilitating a 
Specialist workshop session on two volunteer trips gave me further insight into the complexity of 
SIF‟s work. As a DSTL, I led a group of 17-18 year old student volunteers over the four-day trip, 
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liaising with the host partner and ensuring things went as scheduled. Through the experience, I 
learned about challenges of doing „good,‟ and how the interests of the host partner and other 
organisations, coupled with the limited time and space of short-term volunteering, complicated 
the process. Nevertheless, being so involved – invested even – in the volunteering allowed me to 
really experience the fleeting human connections between volunteers, hosts and me, and to feel a 
sense of pride in „my‟ students‟ respectful and convivial interactions with the hosts. As Katz 
(1994) writes, while the researcher is never fully be an „insider‟ or „outsider‟ and instead holds a 
“betweenness,” these embodied moments of being „in‟ and „a part of‟ SIF and the volunteers 
allowed me glimpses into their ways of seeing.  
4.3.3. On Applied Research and Impact  
Coming full circle, although I intended to use my research to inform and improve SIF‟s 
IDV projects, through my research I began to see applied research and geography as a 
relationship or relational process rather than an outcome. I had not thought about this until a SIF 
staff member – who had become my friend – told me one day in our conversation that I had 
“made friends for SIF,” playing on SIF‟s mission statement. She elaborated that my contacting 
and meeting with the actors of ongoing and recently completed IDV projects indirectly or 
directly helped to (re)connect SIF staff to the volunteers and Cambodians. Indeed, the duration of 
my research and the many actors I met enabled me to be a bridge, and also the messenger 
channelling suggestions and feedback among Cambodians, volunteers and SIF. Through these, I 
learned too how actors in some projects were closer than those in other projects. My short stints 
as a DSTL and volunteer, and my interviews with research participants, were all opportunities to 
share perspectives, impact on others and let myself be impacted.  Thinking of applied research or 
impact as a relationship with each and every one of the actors encountered helps blur the long-
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standing divide between „pure‟ and „applied‟ research (Pacione, 2009), and brings a moral 
imperative into our research.   
 
These methodologies, methods and reflections guided me through my research and 
writing process. The next three chapters are my empirical chapters that delve into my research 




5. INTERPERSONAL DEVELOPMENT 
RELATIONSHIPS IN INTERNATIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT VOLUNTEERING 
 
Chapter Five is the first of three empirical chapters looking at the linkages and tensions 
between relationships and development. It sets the stage by examining the kinds of interpersonal 
relationships that emerge from International Development Volunteering (IDV) – the geography 
of relationship formation, and the discursive, structured and individual factors behind their 
formation. Linking these relationships to development impact is Chapter Six, which explores the 
value and effectiveness of relationships in influencing different types of development impact. 
Finally, Chapter Seven takes the conversation back to relationships, investigating the non-
development impacts of these relationships, particularly to the volunteers and „donors,‟ and how 
these can throw a different light on what development means. Following a relational and actor-
oriented approach (Eyben, 2010; Mosse, 2011a; 2011b), these three chapters investigate the 
processes that produce relationships and impact. Looking at the how and why of relationships 
and impact invariably requires a local scale analysis of the interplay between structural policies 
and projects and individual encounters; yet, as mentioned in the literature review, centring the 
research on the „local‟ does not distance it from the „global‟ or from discourse. These local 
interactions, relationships and outcomes take place within global and SIF or Singapore-specific 
structures and discourses of IDV, and hence are never separate from them. While taking the local 
perspective therefore reflects connections and parallels with IDV and development discourse, it 
more importantly allows the uncovering of „hidden relations‟ (Eyben, 2010), hidden processes 
and discourses that can challenge dominant ways of thinking about development and 
relationships. Moreover, because the SIF Cambodian projects span Direct Service, In-field and 
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Specialist modalities and differ in time/duration, volunteer „skills‟ and activities (see Chapter 
3.3.2), it is only by analysing local processes that their specificities and links to relationships and 
impact formation can emerge. I will highlight these project particularities throughout the three 
chapters.  
 
As such, this chapter examines interpersonal relationships emerging from IDV. Similar to 
the literature, my chief focus is international cross-cultural
35
 relationships, mainly between 
volunteers and hosts but also between SIF and host partner staff, and volunteers and host partner 
staff. Nevertheless, in some instances I also detail relationships among volunteers and across 
other IDV actors. I use „hosts‟ to collectively refer to the host „community‟ or the local people 
participating in or „benefitting‟ from the project. In Specialist and In-field projects, the 
Cambodian/host participants are termed „trainees.‟ However, as many „trainees‟ are from the 
host partner (organisation) but do not have project coordinating roles, I distinguish „trainees‟ 
from „(key) host partner staff.‟ Nevertheless, when the two roles overlap in some projects, I will 
emphasise this dual role. The IDV actors – volunteers, hosts, host partner and SIF staff – 
mentioned in these three chapters are the research participants I have interviewed or interacted 
with during my fieldwork. The points and arguments made here are thus drawn from their 
subjective IDV experiences and perceptions. Particularly in discussions of impact, IDV actors‟ 
discourses of impact can thus differ from the impact measured in project monitoring and 
evaluations.  
 
                                                 
 
35
 While cross-cultural interactions and relationships can also take place among volunteers or among hosts (e.g. 
those of different ethnicities or cultures), in my thesis I specifically refer to international cross-cultural relationships 
across transnational borders (i.e. Singapore and Cambodia).  
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I begin by outlining the volunteer motivations and sensibilities for volunteering, as well 
as host motivations for participating. Thereafter, I delve into how relationships are structured in 
development spaces through the project and by organisations. These structures are then 
negotiated and navigated by volunteers, hosts and other IDV actors in their encounters with each 
other, resulting in different forms of partnerships and friendships.  
5.1. Volunteer and Host Motivations  
For volunteers, participating in IDV projects is a choice driven by personal motivations 
and sensibilities. Volunteers across the three project modalities were motivated by a desire to 
care for others (Stoddart and Rogerson, 2004; Sin, 2010). They saw the IDV projects as a means 
to “help,” “give back,” “impact communities,” and make a difference in someone else‟s life. 
Moreover, their decisions to impact or care for “distant others” (Silk, 2000) stemmed from lines 
of both difference and closeness. The volunteers (mainly Singaporeans) saw themselves as 
coming from a more „fortunate‟ and „developed‟ country than Cambodia, which had greater 
socio-economic needs to be addressed. These motivations echo SIF‟s and other IDV or 
development organisations‟ discourse of a (socio-economic) asymmetry between „developed‟ 
and „developing‟ countries, and a call for volunteers to help improve lives in overseas 
„developing‟ communities (SIF, n.d.2.; Lyons et al., 2012). The spatial proximity between 
Cambodia and Singapore also evoked in volunteers a cosmopolitan sensibility that was 
underpinned by notions of regional solidarity rather than global citizenship. As one Direct 
Service volunteer expressed, “we need to support one another because we are nearby [each other] 
and .. because [in] Singapore most of us are independent – we have a full time job, we are stable, 




Besides „altruistic‟ motivations of care and solidarity, volunteers also have „self-
interested‟ cosmopolitan aims of “interacting with [the hosts]” and “immers[ing] in their culture.” 
Like tourism, IDV was an opportunity to encounter and experience „otherness‟ and forge 
relationships that could be more „genuine‟ or „authentic‟ (McIntosh and Zahra, 2007). Moreover, 
for Specialist and In-field projects where specialised skills like physiotherapy and speech therapy 
were required, volunteers expressed an added interest in using these skills and learning 
professionally from this overseas experience. Interestingly, such a neoliberal and instrumental 
perspective of volunteering as professional development (Jones, 2011; Georgeou, 2012) was the 
prime motivation for many of the Specialist and In-field host „trainees‟:  
 
“We have … experiences with clients, but we need to upgrade our knowledge up to 
certain levels in order to manage/treat our patients to get better result[s] in the future. 
That‟s why we [are] keen to [join an] upgrading course from year-to-year.” – Specialist 
Trainee 
 
The Cambodians see these capacity building projects
36
 as stepping stones up the professional 
ladder, making up for what some of them articulate as Cambodia‟s lack of “resources or people 
that can improve [their] profession.” This host understanding of „external‟ knowledge as 
„upgrading‟ of „local‟ Cambodian knowledge again evokes asymmetrical categories of 
„developed‟ and „developing‟ countries, and can be read critically as a self-Orientalisation and 
internalisation of local inferiority (Said, 1979; Yan and Santos, 2009). Nevertheless, this 
                                                 
 
36
 In the hospitals and organisations where these „trainees‟ were based, it was not uncommon to have IDV or 
capacity building projects a few times a year, reflecting Cambodia‟s huge aid presence. 
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potential critique will be explored subsequently, through an examination of volunteer-host 
partnerships (section 5.3.1) in the context of Cambodia‟s low salaries and poor public 
infrastructure (Sophal et al., 2008). Furthermore, the Cambodians‟ keenness to experience and 
learn from overseas cultures or knowledges reflects their cosmopolitan outlook. Instead of being 
passive recipients of development, „trainees,‟ like volunteers, can actively participate in IDV 
projects to reach out to engage with foreign „others.‟ Their difference from the volunteers who 
travel is in being “grounded in [their] experiences of places” (Gidwani, 2006:18), connecting and 
being connected to faraway places, people and knowledges while staying put.  
 
Nevertheless, unlike the volunteers, not all locals – including „trainees‟ – were motivated 
to participate in SIF‟s IDV projects. For the hosts, participation in the IDV project meant “access 
to potential [development] benefits” (Mikkelson, 2005:61): bio-sand water filters and small 
hygiene kits
37
 for the Direct Service host „communities,‟ and „hard‟ and „soft‟ skills38 for 
Specialist and In-field „trainees.‟ While these „potential benefits‟ (i.e. development outcomes) 
are the main reasons for development or IDV projects, the assumption that they are enough to 
encourage host participation is a flawed one. As host partners are responsible in selecting the 
host participants of projects
39
, key host partner staff sometimes choose these participants instead 
of giving them a choice. For Direct Service projects, while host families decided if they wanted a 
bio-sand filter, whether the filters were installed by volunteers or the host partner staff depended 
                                                 
 
37
 The main activities in Direct Service projects for volunteers are the building and installation of bio-sand filters. 
One of the two Direct Service projects studied also includes hygiene demonstrations at schools and the packing and 
giving out of hygiene kits to school children. The host partner staff also worked with selected schools to pick the 
participating classes that would „benefit‟ from and participate in these demonstrations.  
38
 Hard skills refer to the technical skills that are necessary for a job, such as speech therapy techniques. Soft skills 
are less technical and job-specific, and examples include critical thinking or communication skills.   
39
 SIF and the host partner jointly decide the criteria for the participants. The participants are then selected by host 
partners or voluntarily attend the workshops. 
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on the actual situation
40
. For Specialist projects too, host organisations sometimes send their staff 
to learn relevant skills at the workshops. While the host partner staff could have made these 
decisions based on expediency or even necessity (with the large number of host/local children 
and families participating in Direct Service projects), this excludes the host communities or 
„trainees‟ from the decision making process. As seen later in the chapter, this „mandatory‟ 
participation, coupled with the time and labour cost
41
 involved (Mikkelson, 2005:61), can reduce 
hosts‟ motivation in participating in IDV projects. Just as volunteer sensibilities of care and 
cosmopolitanism thread through their interactions with hosts (Sin, 2009), the hosts‟ 
cosmopolitan motivations or mandatory participation also affect these encounters (Eversole, 
2003), resulting in certain kinds of interpersonal relationships. Broadening IDV‟s overwhelming 
focus on volunteer motivations to host motivations reveals the need for understanding the trade-
offs of „beneficial‟ development interventions for hosts, and their reasons for participation. 
Moreover, before finding ways to “put the last first” and encourage participation (Chambers, 
1997; Angeles and Gurstein, 2000), (participatory) development practitioners need to ask why 
locals/hosts should even participate in their interventions.  
5.2.  Structuring Relationships  
While volunteer and host motivations provide the foundation and impetus that guide 
volunteer-host and other IDV actor interactions, during the projects these interactions take place 
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 After volunteers built the bio-sand filters (i.e. the concrete filter moulds), they installed the filters in the 
Cambodian families‟ homes. Prior to the volunteers‟ arrival, the host partner staff has to transport the finished filter 
mould along with the sand and gravel (that goes into the filter to form the bio-sand layers) to the homes. As such, for 
the volunteers to install the filters at a house, not only does the family (or key family member) need to be at home, 
but the sand, gravel and filter also has to be there. On various occasions during my Water for Life trips, this was not 
the case, and the volunteers and accompanying host partner staff simply moved to find another home that was ready 
for the installation. For the homes that were „missed,‟ the host partner staff then carried out the filter installation on 
other days.  
41
 The labour cost here refers to the effort (whether physical or mental) needed to participate in the IDV activities.  
84 
 
within certain structures (duration, place, nature of activity, roles etc.) established mainly by SIF 
and the host partner (see chapter 3.2.2.). Organisations thus structure interactions and 
relationships in projects, and it is through the actors‟ negotiation of these structures that 
interpersonal relationships form. In this section I elaborate on the space-time of relationships, 
and how organisations structure care and difference in IDV project spaces. 
5.2.1.  The Space-Time of Relationships 
The dialectical process of interpersonal relationship formation has a distinct space-time 
or time-geography. Table 5 outlines the development, social and in-between spaces of interaction 
(i.e. among and between IDV actors) I identify in SIF‟s IDV projects. As IDV is about the 
people-to-people doing of development, development spaces and their corresponding 
development activities (e.g. filter building and installation, and workshops) are the main priority 
of SIF‟s IDV projects, and most of the volunteer-host interaction time takes place here. As a 
result, they are highly structured by SIF and host organisations, and IDV actors play distinct 
roles that will be elucidated later. Conversely, organisations give less priority, time and structure 
to social spaces (e.g. activities like having meals) and the in-between spaces (e.g. waiting or 
break times) during projects. Social spaces and in-between spaces can be termed „non-
development‟ spaces in contrast to development spaces. The temporal difference between „non-
development‟ and development spaces is accentuated when considering different project 
modalities: for Specialist and Direct Service projects where each IDV trip spans only a few days, 
most of the agenda and time is planned on development activities, and volunteers and hosts 
rarely engage in social activities
42. Beyond SIF‟s projects, the development literature, and IDV 
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 The social activities that take place thus usually take place spontaneously during the trip. Volunteers and host 
partner staff however do have at least one planned meal together in Direct Service and Specialist trips.  
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literature to a smaller extent, has neglected these „non-development‟ social and in-between 
spaces in the favour of examining „development‟ spaces where development impact is done 
(McIntosh and Zahra, 2007 and Palacios, 2010 are exceptions). As such, I elucidate in this 
chapter their role in forming interpersonal relationships (section 5.3.2.2).  
 
Table 5. Spaces of Interaction Present in the Singapore International Foundation‟s International 
Development Volunteering Projects. (Source: Author‟s Own) 
Spaces  Development Social In-between 
Description Spaces of 
„development,‟ 
„volunteering‟ or 
„work‟ activities  
Spaces of social or 
„leisure‟ activities  
The transitional or liminal 
spaces that are between 
development and social 
activities, or the waiting periods 
leading up to these activities. 






in relation to the 
entire IDV trip 
duration 
Long: makes up 
most of the time 
that IDV actors 
spend together 
Short (especially for 
Specialist and Direct 
Service Projects) 
Short (especially for Specialist 





and planned by 
organisations 
Little or no structure 
or planning involved 












outings, and tourism 
activities. 
Short snack breaks in between 
workshop sessions, rest breaks 
in between filter installations; 
volunteers travelling or on the 
way to the host organisations, 









Usually outside host 
organisations, at 
casual and informal 
spaces like eating 
places  
Can take place at host 
organisations (break or waiting 
time) or outside host 
organisations (travelling time). 
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5.2.2.  Structuring Care and Difference in Development Spaces  
In development spaces, SIF and the host organisation structure relationships of care, 
power and difference between volunteers and hosts. Following SIF‟s discourse of caring and 
people-to-people interactions, development activities allowed volunteers to directly demonstrate 
„care‟ for hosts: in Specialist and In-field projects, volunteers conducted workshops for „trainees‟ 
and gave feedback on their skills; in Direct Service projects, volunteers installed filters in hosts‟ 
homes, conducted hygiene demonstrations and gave out hygiene packs to children. Furthermore, 
structured caring relationships were often hierarchical relationships. One Specialist volunteer 
astutely notes:  
 
“As a volunteer you are in a superior position, whether you like it or not you have a 
tendency to be in a superior position and they [the hosts] will look up to you. So if that‟s 
good enough for you, it‟s good enough for them.”  
 
Development spaces are where individuals become trainers or trainees, „volunteers‟ or 
„beneficiaries.‟ The volunteer, whose role is to stand in front of hosts and „trainees‟ to 
demonstrate, teach or give out „gifts,‟ is vested with greater power, autonomy and „superior‟ 
knowledge than the host, whose role is to learn, understand or receive.  
 
However, the extent of structured hierarchical difference varies with project and activity. 
Because the Specialist „Training of Trainer‟ (TOT) and In-field projects aim to build up host 
capacities to an independent („trainer‟) level, the hosts are considered not just „trainees‟ but 
„trainers-to-be‟ or counterparts. Embedded and structured in these projects are thus partnership 
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principles of host participation (Georgeou, 2012) and ownership over time
43
. Conversely, Direct 
Service activities structured around one-off hygiene demonstrations and hygiene packs 
distributions from volunteers to children offer little time and opportunity for host reciprocity. In 
one indelible experience on a Direct Service volunteering trip, the volunteers and I arrived at a 
school. Two neat rows of children greeted us, and when we walked down the path created 
between the rows, they broke into applause, urged on by the host partner staff accompanying us. 
When I discussed this subsequently with the volunteers, one of them mentioned:  
 
“We don‟t know how long [the children had been] standing… we can be late for some 
reason, [and] that will add to their burden [of] standing in the sun. The second thing is 
that I don‟t feel that everybody [anybody] is a VIP [Very Important Person] in the 
group. Actually we feel very embarrassed....We go there to help them, not to be treated 
as a VIP. To me we are from the same level lah. Maybe to them they want us to feel 
more welcome.”  
 
The children‟s clapping and lining up could be seen as an extreme manifestation of “posturing,” 
which Korf (2007:369) elaborates as the “rituals of gratefulness” that hosts perform when 
receiving gifts. The volunteer‟s discomfort and embarrassment reveals the disjuncture between 
the discourse of IDV as “service” to the hosts (Wearing and McGehee, 2013) and the resultant 
treatment of volunteers as “VIPs” or greater in importance/status. While this juxtaposition 
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 For the Training of Trainer Specialist projects, „trainees‟ learn skills from volunteers through workshops and 
practice during the first two years (roughly four short-term IDV trips). During the last year (final two IDV trips), 
„trainees‟ take on „trainer‟ roles and often have to independently teach or train their peers before they can be 
considered „master trainers.‟ Similarly in In-field projects, volunteers work with host partner staff to build their 
capacities or build up a particular aspect of the department or organisation.  
88 
 
invokes the aid binary of volunteers as „active,‟ „giving,‟ „generous,‟ „more knowledgeable,‟ and 
hosts as „passive,‟ „receiving‟ and „less knowledgeable‟ (Simpson, 2004; Palacios, 2010; Sin, 
2010), the volunteers‟ discomfort reveals divergences between organisation and volunteer 
perceptions. It also reveals the overarching role organisations play in structuring care and the 
difference/hierarchy between volunteers and hosts in development spaces. Caring and unequal 
discursive North-South relationships are translated from discourse to the local scale of 
development spaces through structured relationships. Recognising the influence of organisations 
exposes a blind spot in IDV literature, where the overwhelming focus on volunteers‟ role in 
relationships (McIntosh and Zahra, 2007; Tiessen and Heron, 2012) and neglect of organisations 
may have resulted in an overstatement of the former‟s importance. Comparing how relationships 
form in the structured development spaces vis-à-vis the less-structured „non-development‟ social 
and in-between spaces can shed light on the influence of structured relationships (and by 
extension the influence of organisations) in development.  
5.3. Negotiating Relationships  
Interpersonal relationships are formed when IDV actors carrying particular motivations, 
sensibilities, “norms and values” (Williams, 2004:564) meet and interact with one another in 
development, social and in-between spaces. Interpersonal relationships are hence embodied 
negotiations between actors within development discourses and structures, firmly situated in the 
„local‟ but also tied to the „global.‟ They are also influenced by contextual factors like language 
and socio-cultural norms. This section first investigates the partnerships emerging from 
development spaces and subsequently the friendships and convivial encounters emerging from 
„non-development‟ social and in-between spaces. Although detailed separately and spatially, 
partnerships and friendships or convivial encounters often co-exist and co-constitute each other.  
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5.3.1. Partnerships in Development Spaces 
In the development literature, the concept of partnerships connotes mutuality, reciprocity, 
and two-way engagement between volunteer and host working together to create development 
impact (Devereux, 2008; Impey and Overton, 2013). Rather than taking a fixed definition of 
partnerships, I explore the kinds of partnerships emerging from my research. Partnerships are 
fundamentally interpersonal „work‟ relationships, and are hence formed primarily in structured 
development spaces where volunteers and hosts engage in development volunteering activities. 
Here, I illustrate three partnerships I have conceptualised – Passive Exchanges, Cooperative 
Partnerships and Inclusive Partnerships. These partnerships form from different projects and 
challenge, reproduce or reduce the structured relationships of care and difference in development 
spaces. 
5.3.1.1.  Passive Exchanges 
Because Passive Exchanges are one-sided „partnerships‟ with hosts taking on passive or 
absent roles in development activities, I use the term „Exchanges‟ instead of „Partnerships.‟ 
Passive Exchanges can be mainly transactional, with volunteers and hosts engaging in „gift‟ 
giving and receiving. This was particularly evident in Direct Service projects, where the unequal 
structured relationships positioned hosts as recipients of bio-sand filters or hygiene packs from 
volunteers. Coupled with the short 30 minutes per filter installation and language gap
44
, hosts 
often did not participate in volunteers‟ filter installations, although some joined upon invitation 
by volunteers or out of their own accord. Moreover, volunteers often gave out gifts to hosts 
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 In the rural villagers where the Direct Service Water for Life projects took place, many of the Cambodian hosts 
spoke Khmer and little or no English. None of the volunteers could speak conversational Khmer, and most only 
knew a few phrases. While the host partner staff and SIF Cambodian in-country manager (who manages the projects 
in Cambodia) accompanied the volunteers and spoke both English and Khmer, volunteers and host staff usually 
focused on installing the filters and had little communication with the hosts.     
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during the volunteering activities. For some volunteers, these interpersonal “intimate embodied 
experiences” (Conran, 2011:1460) were characterised by the hosts‟ „gratefulness‟ and „happiness‟ 
in receiving gifts (Korf, 2006). While a means of extending volunteer motivations of care beyond 
the planned volunteering activities, these Passive Exchanges played up the structured 
relationships of difference between volunteers and hosts.  
 
Besides volunteers, Passive Exchanges and transactions can also be initiated by hosts, 
reproducing the caring and hierarchical structured relationships between volunteer and host. In 
the Direct Service trips I joined, the visits to schools for hygiene demonstration included a 
meeting with the principal, who would give a brief introduction of the school, thank the 
volunteers and highlight their schools‟ situation (and/or needs). On one occasion, a few 
volunteers responded by handing over a thousand dollars to the principal. However, when 
warned by a project staff that there was no guarantee the money would be spent on the school
45
, 
they decided to spend the money together: 
 
“It was out of my naivety, just giving him [the principal] the cash, and it was good to 
just get guidance [from the staff]. But I still don‟t know if he had a prepared list or not, 
because [when] I made him come with me, he had two sheets of A4 and everything [he 
wanted] was written down: at the top were the books, the chairs. I don‟t think he did 
that in the time we said we got a thousand dollars [and] jumped in the van to go to the 
shop. I think he had that in his pocket…. You can look at it as negative or positive. So 
                                                 
 
45
 While I am not sure how the staff supported this statement, possible explanations are corruption and the low 
public salaries in Cambodia (see chapter 3.1). 
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he knows that we are going to give it, maybe he could. He was prepared for it, let‟s say 
that.” – Direct Service Volunteer  
 
This incident underscores how relationships of care and self-other discourses of „giver‟ and 
„receiver‟ can be co-constructed by hosts in order to extract additional benefits from volunteers. 
As Georgeou (2012:158) posits, there is a “local expectation that volunteers will „do 
development‟ for the community … and hosts viewed the volunteer as a whole resource to be 
utilised.” The principal‟s strategic emphasis of the school‟s „needs‟ and „lack‟ demonstrates 
host/local agency in reproducing unequal relationships of difference and care: hosts can perform 
poverty for economic gains in Passive Exchanges (Sin, 2010).   
 
Finally, Passive Exchanges can happen when hosts passively or reluctantly participate in 
projects. This was starkly evident in one Specialist project, where some host staff were resistant 
to being „trained,‟ and eventually participated to various degrees as „co-trainers‟ with the 
volunteers
46
. My conversations with a few of them and other project actors revealed a complex 
picture of factors and relations. The hosts‟ lack of motivation was influential, as their low public 
salaries and undertaking of more than one job meant that committing to the two to three day 
workshops had an opportunity cost. Unlike aid organisations who pay for host staff participation 
(Godfrey et al., 2002), SIF does not pay participants to attend workshops, hence hinging 
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 Initially, the host staff were supposed to be „trainees‟ in the Specialist workshops. However, based on the first two 
workshops, the volunteers found the staff “defensive,” passive and reluctant to participate as trainees. As such, the 
workshops were restructured such that the host staff were no longer trainees but co-trainers with the volunteers to 
train other trainees.   
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participation on hosts‟ motivations to learn or host organisations‟ incentives47. Although the host 
organisation manager saw a „need‟ for the staff to „up-skill‟ their knowledge and hence asked 
them to participate, this perspective was not shared by all the staff. While the project was aligned 
with host organisation „needs‟ and hence an example of the demand-driven development 
advocated in development (OECD, n.d.2; Manor, 2007), the host organisation manager‟s „needs‟ 
do not necessarily equate with staff „needs.‟ The „organisation,‟ much like the „community,‟ is 
not singular or united but made up of actors with differing voices and unequal power (Williams, 
2004). With decision-making in the hands of the host organisation manager, participation here 
ironically becomes a form of exclusion or obligation for the host staff rather than inclusion.  
 
 Moreover, a Specialist volunteer described: 
 
“[The host staff] felt very threatened, I felt. Because they thought that they were already 
good enough, basically. And when we came in and we started to probe, and we showed 
them in that sense that they were slightly inadequate in certain areas, then you could 
see many of them getting very defensive.”  
 
In probing and highlighting the host staff‟s „inadequacies‟, the volunteers may have accentuated 
the structured hierarchical difference between themselves and the host staff
48
. While perhaps 
                                                 
 
47
 SIF does not pay for the host „trainees‟ participation as it sees the IDV project as a partnership or collaboration 
where SIF brings in the volunteers and the host partners bring in the „trainees.‟ While SIF and host partners jointly 
decide the criteria for host participants, host partners are hence responsible in finding „trainees‟ to participate, and 
sometimes select and send „trainees‟ for these workshops (i.e. mandatory participation).    
48
 This perspective was not echoed by the hosts. The relevant host staff here were either not present or contactable 
for an interview. The other host staff I spoke with did not bring this up, perhaps due to their different experience or 
the sensitivity of the issue. 
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well-intentioned in finding out potential areas for „training,‟ the volunteers‟ actions parallel the 
development narrative that “implies that the volunteers have knowledge to give … [and] that 
locals are ignorant” (Georgeou, 2012:131). The issue here is hence not about differences in 
„knowledge,‟ but how this difference is articulated in volunteer-host interactions. The overt 
demonstration of volunteer „superior‟ knowledge in the very development spaces where hosts 
work daily could have challenged the hosts‟ sense of self-worth. Instead of participating as 
„trainees,‟ roles which would cement their „inferiority‟ and the volunteers‟ superiority, the hosts‟ 
“defensiveness,” Passive Exchanges with volunteers served as “weapons of the weak” (Scott, 
1985), reinstating their identity as „staff‟ and not as „trainee,‟ defining themselves in terms of 
aptitude and not of the lack thereof, and their „knowledge‟ as valid and valuable instead of 
„inferior.‟ The hosts‟ passive resistance to negotiate and assert their identity within unequal 
power structures (hierarchical difference between volunteers and themselves and between the 
host organisation manager and themselves), along with the previous two examples of Passive 
Exchanges, show how organisations‟ structured care and difference can be exacerbated by 
volunteer caring motivations or assertions of power, thus reinforcing the problematic active-
passive donor-recipient binary in development. 
5.3.1.2. Cooperative Partnerships  
Compared to Passive Exchanges, Cooperative and Inclusive Partnerships involve the 
active participation of volunteers and hosts in development spaces. Because of the structured 
power and difference, volunteers often took the first step to build rapport with the hosts. Direct 
Service volunteers played games with the children to encourage participation during the teeth-
brushing and hand-washing demonstrations; Specialist and In-field volunteers often held group 
discussions, role plays and competitions to engage „trainees‟: 
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“I called my sessions sharing rather than teaching and I tried to break them up in small 
groups so that they feel a bit more comfortable in discussing and coming up with ideas 
within those small groups. Yea, I think those were the ways I tried to make them feel a 
bit more at ease with the sharing sessions.” – In-field Volunteer  
 
Unlike the top-down, didactic notion of „teaching,‟ sharing connotes a more horizontal exchange 
of information. In the conscious act of “sharing,” volunteers demonstrated their awareness of the 
unequal structured power relations between themselves and the „trainees‟ and actively attempted 
to reduce them. The volunteers‟ grounded recognition of the differences in volunteer and 
host/local knowledges and contexts, and attempt to reduce hierarchical difference reflects 
accountability and responsibility to the „recipients‟ of aid (Mawdsley et al., 2005). Coupled with 
host motivations to learn and “exchange experiences,” this resulted in a two-way exchange of 
information. Development spaces become “learning spaces” where volunteers and hosts partake 
in “joint knowledge creation” and “are empowered enough to challenge each other” (Wilson, 
2006:517, in Schech et al., 2015). As Girgis‟ concept of “friendship work” details, the volunteer 
“recognises that the [host] possesses an alternative knowledge, and that this can be supplemented 
with external knowledge.” (2007:357). Host perspectives are acknowledged (Roth, 2012) and 
seen as contributing to the workshops instead of being „inadequate.‟ Yet, while Girgis considers 
„friendship work‟ as “not emotional” and not “done to make friends” (2007:357), I argue that her 
separation of „friendship work‟ from friendship is neither useful nor clear-cut. The building of 
rapport and connections between volunteers and hosts is emotional work, as it requires 
volunteers to be attuned to the dynamics and feelings of the hosts and adjust their activities along 
with them. Through the games and role playing adopted by volunteers and the enthusiastic 
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responses from hosts, development spaces can be transformed into spaces of conviviality, similar 
to the in-between or social spaces detailed later.  
 
Nevertheless, some Specialist and In-field volunteers mentioned how some (older) 
„trainees‟ tended to be more „relaxed‟ or passive: 
 
“They don‟t see it as a collaboration but rather just receiving… The younger ones are a 
lot keener to learn whereas the older one[s are] a lot more relaxed in terms of their 
work.” – In-field Volunteer  
 
Interestingly, some „trainees‟ and host staff also mentioned how Cambodians often saw „foreign‟ 
knowledges as better than theirs, or foreigners as better than them. This host/local passivity or 
inferiority parallels Mawdsley‟s argument on aid dependency, where “individuals, institutions 
and economic and political systems may come to rely on aid rather than other resources … as 
their compliance with the demands of the international aid regime is rewarded, and ⁄ or as their 
attempts to assert more autonomy and independence are enervated or undermined” (2012:259). 
The hierarchical structuring of development projects as volunteers training „trainees‟ reproduces 
the discursive portrayal of „donors‟/„North‟ empowering the „recipients‟/„South‟;  for 
Cambodians, their country‟s long history and on-going role as a development recipient (see 
chapter 3.1) may have engendered in older hosts/locals a perception of the „North‟ as being 
better and providing „help.‟ Yet, the hosts‟ (psychological) aid dependency may not be 
entrenched but strategic: just as the school principal in the example on Passive Exchanges could 
perform poverty for economic gains, „trainees‟ too can perform dependency to gain additional 
96 
 
„help‟ from volunteers (see also Georgeou, 2012:157). Seeing hosts as active agents even in 
performing passivity disrupts the active-passive, giving-receiving binary in development (Silk, 
2004). Nevertheless, because volunteers perceive „trainees‟‟ actions as passive, this ultimately 
reinforces volunteer-host or donor-recipient binaries of giving and receiving (Korf, 2006; Kapoor, 
2008). 
5.3.1.3.  Inclusive Partnerships  
Inclusive Partnerships provide another angle to this active-passive debate. While 
Cooperative Partnerships endeavour to build host capacity, Inclusive Partnerships make projects 
a co-created process. Inclusive Partnerships require time and close interactions, and more 
importantly, an equitable volunteer-host relationship. They hence most frequently occur at an 
organisational level (between SIF, host partner staff and key volunteers who manage projects) 
where the structured relationships of care and difference are less pronounced. Moreover, the 
structure of In-field and Specialist TOT projects can encourage both volunteers and hosts to 
consider how volunteer „knowledge‟ can carry on in Cambodian contexts:  
 
 “I never planned to make the change at the ground level because in the system [the host 
staff] must be the ones to [make the] change, not me… I don‟t even know what is the 
cultural sensitivity, whose...feet I am going to step on if I do this, so they must work it out 
themselves.” – Specialist Volunteer  
 
“The foreigner[s] cannot come back here every time. So we must be the foreman, the 




Because key „trainees‟ from Specialist TOT and In-field Projects were trainers-to-be or 
counterparts who had to take over projects from volunteers, they were motivated to take 
ownership of projects. Volunteers too recognised their fundamental difference as foreigners 
„outside‟ the local system, hence shifting away from an „expert‟ or „superior‟ role and opening 
up space for the hosts‟ participation and inclusion. The volunteers‟ “cultural sensitivity” also 
echoes the responsibility volunteers demonstrate in Cooperative Partnerships. Hence, volunteers 
stepped back while hosts stepped up to become the „experts,‟ making changes, modifying 
protocols or continuing trainings. Partnerships are hence as much local-driven as they are 
volunteer-driven, where host participation was not just „instrumental‟ or performative but 
„transformational‟ and an end in itself (Mikkelsen, 2005). The self-driven attitude of the 
Specialist „trainee‟ here juxtaposes with the relaxed „passive‟ attitudes of the „trainees‟ 
mentioned previously, and shows how Cambodians can see themselves as capable of „doing‟ 
development. The formation of Inclusive Partnerships – reciprocal and two-way partnerships – 
over time through an intersection of host motivations, volunteer responsibility and a more 
equitable volunteer-host project structure show how aid dependency and (perceived) active-
passive volunteer-host relations can be challenged and disrupted altogether.  
 
Examining the three kinds of partnerships – Passive Exchanges, Cooperative and 
Inclusive Partnerships – reveals the complexity behind their formation. One theme that emerges 
is how care, whether structured through hierarchical difference in development spaces or 
subsequently practiced by volunteers who „give,‟ can prevent reciprocal partnerships and 
produce (performed) passivity among hosts. Conversely, the responsibility demonstrated by 
volunteers who left space for the agency and decisions of hosts hints at the importance of 
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responsibility in IDV. These sensibilities of care and responsibility will be thus explored further 
in the two subsequent chapters. 
5.3.2. Convivial Encounters and Friendships in Social and In-between Spaces 
Moving from partnerships to more informal, personal relationships, I first explore these 
relationships in structured development spaces, before examining them in less-structured „non-
development‟ social and in-between spaces. 
5.3.2.1. Divides in Development Spaces  
Structured development spaces pose challenges to the formation of informal, personal 
relationships, let alone friendships, as their focus on „work‟ or volunteering makes it difficult for 
actors to interact informally. A common refrain from Direct Service and Specialist volunteers 
was that there just “wasn‟t enough time”: 
  
“Maybe because [SIF] gave us KPIs [Key Performance Indicators]…. You have to 
[install] 28 filters within three days …  So, it is a bit…tough for the team to sit down, 
and drink tea, interact with the family.” – Direct Service Volunteer 
 
For the short Direct Service and Specialist project trips, organisations prioritised development 
activities, leaving little time for social activities enabling volunteer-host cross-cultural interaction. 
Moreover, as the filter numbers were the quantifiable measure of success, volunteers prioritised 
filter completion over interacting with the hosts
49. The volunteers‟ task-oriented mentality 
parallels the wider development emphasis on inputs and outcomes instead of relationships and 
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processes (Eyben, 2010; Georgeou and Engel, 2011). Coupled with their own perception that 
informal interactions were „extra‟ or unimportant for development impact (number of filters 
installed)
50
, volunteers conceptualised development spaces as places for „work‟ and not informal 
convivial interactions. This divide reveals potential tensions between development and relational 
outcomes which will be elaborated in subsequent chapters.    
 
Moreover, the unequal structured relationships between volunteer and host, accentuated 
by the Cambodian culture of respect and distinction for elders or teachers (Hughes, 2006; 
Aveling and Jovchelovitch, 2014), made informal interactions difficult:  
 
“Teacher and student [are very separate], not like friend. Teacher is teacher, student is 
student. We need to respect the teacher.” – Specialist Trainee 
 
Volunteers‟ and hosts‟ embodiment of distinct hierarchical roles – teaching while „trainees‟ 
learned, doing demonstrations or giving gifts while hosts watched or received – served to 
separate them and limit informal interactions. While volunteers and hosts took measures to close 
the gap, as seen previously in Cooperative Partnerships, their distinct roles provided 
opportunities for convivial moments but not enough to forge personal relationships or friendships. 
In contrast, in Inclusive Partnerships, strong social bonds could emerge in development spaces 
and become the foundation for friendships:  
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 Chapter 6.1.3 will detail more about the role of relationships in tangible development impact.  
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“I think that the dynamics [were] very mutually beneficial. I think our team enjoyed 
working with the [host partner] team a lot and the [host partner] team enjoyed [working] 
with our team a lot, so I think it was a very close collaboration and a very strong 
friendship.” – Specialist Volunteer 
 
“It's amazing that you see how [volunteers] are able to interact with each other, how 
they work together. Even though coming from different backgrounds, from retiree to 
students [laughs], from different dietary restriction[s], different religion[s].…despite all 
these differences, we can still work together to help this project.” – Direct Service 
Volunteer  
 
Putting the two quotes depicting volunteer-host and volunteer-volunteer development 
interactions side by side illuminates interesting similarities. While the IDV literature and 
industry has overwhelmingly emphasised difference between volunteers and hosts (Simpson, 
2004; Wearing and McGehee, 2013), this difference also exists among volunteers themselves 
who embody different identities (age, religion, class etc.). Yet, the volunteers and hosts here do 
not occupy hierarchical or differential roles but work together and collaborate on the same tasks. 
In working towards shared goals, IDV actors build a sense of commonality and togetherness, and 
achieve unity, solidarity and friendship despite their differences (Zahra and McGehee, 2013). It 
is thus not difference or development spaces per se that prevents informal relationships from 
forming, but the structured hierarchical and distinct volunteer and host roles in these spaces that 
do so.  
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5.3.2.2. Conviviality and Friendships in Social and In-between Spaces  
Rather than in development spaces, volunteer-host convivial (cross-cultural) exchange 
takes place mainly in social and in-between spaces:  
 
“During the study, [the trainees] think [the volunteers] are teacher[s]. But during rest 
time, the communication is like friends.” – Specialist Trainee 
 
“Because of my short timing with [the trainees] … during the break, [I] eat with them, 
talk with them, ask about their family members, ask about Cambodia, ask about their 
people, ask about the[m]. Don't talk to them about your [own] country .. they [are] also 
very interested for you to ask them [about theirs].” – Specialist Volunteer  
 
The in-between, liminal spaces of the workshop break become places where volunteers and hosts 
shed their hierarchical roles as „volunteers‟ and „trainees‟ and meet as individuals. Here, 
volunteers‟ and hosts‟ cosmopolitan motivations to engage with each other and understand 
different cultures were instrumental. In-between spaces function as “third spaces,” “intersections 
of the agency of the volunteer tourist, volunteer sending organisations and members of the host 
community” that offer “ways to overcome the structure of the dominant hegemony” (Zahra and 
McGehee, 2013:23). This blurring of hierarchical difference also plays out in Direct Service 
projects. While waiting at a host villager‟s home for the host partner staff to arrive and 
demonstrate the filter installation process, some volunteers took out some toys – a ball and some 
bubble blowers – and started a game with the children. The volunteers, hosts and I went from 
passively waiting around and staring awkwardly at one another to laughing, playing and/or 
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looking on in amusement. For me, this was a Most Significant Change
51
 moment. Prior to this, I 
had largely been critical of volunteer-host interactions, especially in the giving of gifts, as 
perpetuating self-other, active-passive development binaries. Through these convivial volunteer-
host interactions in in-between spaces, I realised that „gifts‟ could also become the connection or 
bridge across hierarchical differences and the basis for convivial interpersonal encounters. As 
Wearing and McGehee (2013:125) write, “Otherness ... can include difference without 
inferiorisation and identity fixity, and can allow for a fluid multi-way process of co-presence and 
construction between tourist, host community, and volunteer tourism organisation, with possible 
benefits for all.” Being able to care for or help another did not necessarily mean hegemonic 
power over and inferiorisation of the „Other‟; while the development „gift‟ may be founded on a 
“recognition of difference,” it does not always result in a “reaffirmation of difference” (Stirrat 
and Henkel, 1997:80) or “asymmetrical relations” (Korf, 2007:370) but a convivial connection 
across differences. In these convivial encounters, the active-passive binary between volunteers 
and hosts gives way to togetherness and an affirmation of each other.  
 
Though also contributing to convivial interpersonal encounters, social spaces, being in 
informal places distinct from development spaces, feature smaller groups of IDV actors who 
share close interactions. In-field and Specialist volunteers, host partner staff and key „trainees‟ 
usually have meals together in small local restaurants, while Direct Service volunteers and host 
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 The Most Significant Change Technique is an approach used in Monitoring and Evaluation that focuses on 
examining development impact through qualitative stories of change rather than quantitative indicators. A Most 
Significant Change hence refer to a moment in development projects where a notable shift, change or impact took 
place for the development actor (usually the local „beneficiary‟) (Davies and Dart, 2005).     
103 
 
partner staff eat meals together
52
. Social spaces offer more in-depth, informal interaction 
compared to in-between spaces, and allow closer personal relationships to be built
53
 (Palacios, 
2010). Similar to Girgis‟s observation that “[friendship work] requires physical presence, time, 
and a commitment to spending non-professional time together” (2007:357), volunteers, staff and 
key „trainees‟ alike mention the usefulness of social activities in building rapport and Inclusive 
Partnerships at work. Interpersonal relationships in IDV are hence very much linked and co-
constitutive rather than distinct: partnerships in structured development spaces can be the 
foundation for friendships, and the convivial encounters and friendships emerging mainly from 
in-between and social spaces enhance the partnerships. With the short Direct Service and 
Specialist trips, volunteer-host relations are mostly brief encounters that end with the trip, 
“providing memories, rather than lasting friendships” (Raymond and Hall, 2008:537). However, 
the sustained interactions of long-term In-field IDV actors or recurring trips of key Specialist 
volunteers or Direct Service Team Leaders
54
 over the three-year project period also provide 
fertile ground for cross-cultural friendships between volunteers, host staff and key „trainees‟ to 
form. As such, recurring short-term trips over a long period can provide for in-depth 
relationships just like those in long-term In-field projects. As one In-field volunteer describes: 
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 For Direct Service volunteers hence, their interactions with host communities take place only in development and 
some in-between spaces. 
53
 Volunteers also build friendships among themselves, as they engage in social activities like sightseeing after 
volunteering.  
54
 Direct Service Team Leaders (DSTLs) are former Direct Service volunteers who lead the volunteer teams in the 
Direct Service projects. DSTLs can only lead Direct Service projects that they have formerly volunteered with. 
Many DSTLs are active and lead trips at least once a year; their regular visits hence provide the opportunity to form 
friendships with the host partner staff.    
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“You also continue as friends lah, even until now. Like sometimes [the host staff] also 
asks me if [I] know of courses [she] can attend in Singapore, or plans … to come here, 
things like that.”  
 
Such friendships between volunteer and host are instrumental (Heuser, 2012), caring and 
mutually enjoyable. Starting particularly from Inclusive Partnerships, these ties continue across 
borders, beyond the project, such that volunteers and hosts no longer reach out to „train‟ or 
„learn,‟ but to enquire about opportunities, make plans, or simply catch up on each other‟s life.  
5.4. Conclusion 
In examining the process of relationship formation, this chapter reveals hidden 
perspectives, temporalities and spatialities crucial to this process. Putting together the different 
relationships formed in non-development social and in-between spaces and those in development 
spaces reveals the role of organisations in interpersonal relationships. Organisations‟ structuring 
of caring and hierarchical volunteer-host relationships in development spaces contributes to 
volunteer-host Passive Exchanges and hinders informal interactions and friendships. Conversely, 
the less-structured (and less hierarchical) relationships in social and in-between spaces provide 
opportunities for convivial encounters and volunteer-host friendships over time. These relational 
outcomes show how in reality SIF‟s discourse of „making friends for a better world‟ does not 
always play out. The structuring of care through hierarchical relationships in development spaces, 
coupled with the short duration of Specialist and Direct Service project trips, can hinder the 
formation of friendships and instead facilitate Passive Exchanges between volunteers and hosts 
particularly in Direct Service projects. Specifically, Passive Exchanges alone reflect a one-sided 
active-passive volunteer-host relationship that contradicts the two-way reciprocity that „friends‟ 
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invoke. Nevertheless, structured relationships, like discourses, do not equate to lived 
interpersonal relationships (Lie, 2008); the active negotiations of volunteers and hosts within the 
structured development spaces challenge or reinforce their structured hierarchical differences, 
hence leading to Cooperative Partnerships in Direct Service projects or Passive Exchanges in 
Specialist projects. Moreover, volunteer-host convivial encounters take place not only in the 
longer-term In-field or Specialist projects but also in „non-development‟ spaces in Direct Service 
projects. This messiness in relational outcomes across project modalities suggests that instead of 
associating short-term and „unskilled‟ IDV projects or „voluntourism‟ with unequal self-other 
interpersonal relationships (Palacios, 2010; Lyons et al., 2012), and long-term „skilled‟ projects 
with reciprocal interpersonal volunteer-local relationships and effective development impact 
(Devereux, 2008; Georgeou, 2012), IDV academics should pay attention to the organisations‟ 
structuring of these IDV projects. This is not to say that short-term „unskilled‟ projects are equal 
to or better than long-term „skilled‟ ones, but rather that both (and other) project types have the 
potential for forging more reciprocal and convivial volunteer-host interpersonal relationships. 
Moving away from critiquing projects and/ or „unskilled‟ short-term volunteers (Sin, 2009; 
Mostafanezhad, 2012; Wearing and McGehee, 2013) to interrogating the organisations‟ 
structuring of projects illuminates a more productive possibility of re-structuring projects for 
reciprocal relationships (see Hammersley, 2014). Nevertheless, temporality and project type may 
play a more significant part in development and non-development outcomes, and will be 
examined in the next two chapters, which focus respectively on the roles these interpersonal 
relationships play in development and (domestic) non-development impact.   
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6. THE ROLE OF INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS 
IN DEVELOPMENT IMPACT 
 
Having detailed the formation of different interpersonal relationships, this chapter looks 
at the role of these relationships in development impact
55
 – socio-economic outcomes and 
poverty alleviation goals. Because partnerships and convivial encounters or friendships are co-
constitutive and difficult to separate in the „doing‟ of impact, I refer to both types of relationships 
together, while drawing out particular relationships in some instances. I first analyse 
relationships as a factor in development impact, before examining how relationships affect 
impact sustainability. Finally, I explore relationships as social capital impact.  
6.1. Interpersonal Relationships as a Factor in Development Impact  
To understand how interpersonal relationships facilitate development impact, I start at the 
overarching project level where relationships affect project „match,‟ before exploring how 
relationships in the capacity-building Specialist and In-field projects help enhance intangible 
impact. I close this section by uncovering the tensions between relationships and 
tangible/material impact.  
6.1.1. Affecting Project ‘Match’  
When asked about what contributed to projects‟ impact, key IDV actors involved in 
project design
56
 often pointed out the project „match‟ as crucial:  
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 As mentioned previously, impact here is defined subjectively, based on what the IDV actors felt they have 
achieved or gained. As such, the impacts articulated can sometimes differ from the impact measured as part of 
project evaluations.  
56
 These include SIF staff, key host partner staff (sometimes playing dual roles in Specialist projects as „trainees‟) 
and key volunteers. 
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“The key point [why] the project [is] successful, [is that] we know what we need, we 
have a demand and [SIF/partner organisation] is like a supplier – they supply what we 
need… We have a precise objective of the training.. If you don‟t know the objective or 
what we want to improve, the cooperation will not be successful.” – Specialist Host 
Partner Staff 
 
The host staff‟s comment underscores the importance of demand-driven projects steered by host 
partner needs and direction, rather than supply-driven projects motivated by sending-
organisation cycles or volunteer availability (Georgeou and Engel, 2011). Being able to articulate 
project needs and design projects with SIF allowed the host partner to adapt the project to suit its 
organisation. Moreover, the host partner‟s adoption of a business language of „demand,‟ „supply‟ 
and „supplier‟ rather than a development language of „donor‟ and „recipient‟ echoes Impey and 
Overton‟s (2013) organisational study of Aspire, which called its IDV volunteers „recruits.‟ 
While the host partner‟s word choice may not have been intentional, it reflects the hosts‟ desire 
to, and agency in, (self)-determining the supply or objective of the project.   
 
Yet, while Impey and Overton (2013) highlight the important role of the host partner in 
determining project „match,‟ they miss out the relational (and temporal) process between both 
organisations and individuals involved. The Inclusive Partnerships mentioned in the previous 
chapter (section 5.3.1.3.) were instrumental to this process, as key staff could communicate 




“If there [weren't] good relations, that kind of [open] communication wouldn't 
happen! …If [the SIF staff] ask something and I know this is not going to work, I can 
openly tell them, „This won't work! It's impossible to do something like this.‟ So it's 
because of the good relations that we are able to communicate openly about things and 
move forward.” – Direct Service Host Partner 
 
Inclusive Partnerships between host partner and SIF staff enabled open communication, which 
allowed the host partner to negotiate with SIF and shape aspects of the project. The host 
partner‟s presence on the ground also made it more privy to intangible indicators and insights 
(Mawdsley et al., 2005) not measured or seen by volunteers and SIF staff. Because there were 
mutual trust and valuing of each other‟s input, the host partner could directly communicate these 
to SIF or volunteers, even for more sensitive information, without worrying that they would “bite 
the hand that feeds [them]” (Sin, 2010:986) and compromise their funding or volunteers from 
SIF. This open communication avoided instances where the ultimate decision-making power of 
donors overlooked hosts‟ opinions and led to inappropriate imposition of „foreign knowledges‟ 
in local contexts (Cooke and Kothari, 2001; Harris, 2008; Gillespie, 2012; Burns et al., 2015). 
Indeed, the most successful Specialist projects I examined
57
 had key host staff (and trainees) who 
took on the project as if it was their own. As one key Specialist volunteer described, “working 
very closely” and “shar[ing] knowledge” with the host actors led the latter to run in-between 
workshop reviews, have “ownership and play a heavier role in creating the … project success.” 
The one month and five month lull periods between Direct Service and Specialist trips 
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respectively meant that host partners‟ efforts or initiatives were important to keep ground 
activities running
58
. In sharing ownership with the host partner, the key volunteers‟ and SIF 
staff‟s trust in the capabilities of their host counterparts gave the latter “an opportunity to 
consider [external] ideas and translate them to the local context” (Girgis, 2007:358). In becoming 
project co-creators rather than mere implementers or recipients, host staff took their own 
initiative to run the project „locally‟ without SIF involvement, hence strongly contributing to the 
project success. Local ownership also facilitated impact sustainability (Manor, 2007; Baird and 





Nevertheless, a focus on relationships and Inclusive Partnerships between organisations 
and key actors brings a greater propensity for conflicts and complexity
60
 in the project process. 
Despite working on the same project, SIF and host partner staff invariably have diverse interests. 
While most disagreements can be resolved by negotiation or compromise, certain concerns like 
the host partner‟s financial accountability will contradict SIF‟s anti-corruption values. When 
such contentious issues arise, SIF has to assess the consequences of taking a strong stance and 
potentially risking the good SIF-host partner partnerships or relationships. Here, relational 
outcomes can be at odds with development outcomes. Rodan and Hughes (2012) highlight how a 
World Bank social accountability programme in Cambodia was co-opted by the government 
which modified, depoliticised it, and subsequently used it to extend political power over the 
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 For Direct Service projects, host partner staff continued to build and install bio-sand filters during the days 
without volunteers.  
59
 Specialist host partner staff and key „trainees‟ continued practicing the skills on their own, and Direct Service host 
partner staff continued the filter maintenance after the project. 
60
 Potential disagreements and issues between SIF and the host partner range from intellectual property rights and 





. In this regard, host organisation motives can be contrary to those of the sending 
organisation and against the best interests of the host community. Hence, the call for more „equal‟ 
partnerships and the transfer of power from sending organisation/donor to host/recipient 
organisation (Barnes and Brown, 2011) should be accompanied by the closer examination of the 
latter and the role it plays in affecting impact.  
6.1.2. Enhancing (Intangible) Project Impact  
Turning away from the overall project to individual development impacts, intangible 
impact (hard and soft skills) depends on the „match‟ between volunteer capabilities and host 
motivations and abilities: 
  
“We learnt good way of learning from Singapore. The teaching is somehow different 
from our culture. To me I thought it‟s good for learning. For example in one day, there‟s 
a lesson in theory; between each theories, there‟s also a practical lesson in the class... 
So we are moving around. Not only.. listen and write.” – Specialist Trainee 
 
The volunteers‟ skills, knowledge and „training‟ methodologies were often cited as instrumental 
in helping Specialist and In-field „trainees‟ develop skills. Moreover, from the volunteers‟ 
perspectives, the „trainees‟‟ keenness and efforts to learn were also important. Relationships 
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 The Demand for Good Governance (DFGG) programme aimed to improve social accountability in Cambodian 
governance. However, it was co-opted by the state for its own aims in various ways. It had limited impact to tackle 
corruption as the NGOs that work on human rights and corruption were excluded and deemed „unconstructive.‟ The 
programme instead “suppl[ied] higher levels of government with data they [could] use to discipline and control local 
level officials” (Rodan and Hughes, 2012:377), and cemented an image of government “as a benevolent channel of 
communication between the elite and the masses, facilitating effective development of rural villages” (378). 
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therefore build on this foundation to enable or enhance the skill and knowledge transfer between 
volunteers and hosts.  
6.1.2.1. Enhancing Participation  
Cooperative Partnerships and convivial encounters between volunteers and „trainees‟ 
helped to lessen the power inequalities and unfamiliarity between them and encouraged the 
latter‟s active participation in the workshops: 
 
 “[With] any training you have to make the trainee fee[l] comfortable…to make them 
happy and comfortable. Otherwise, it is not successful [even if] you get good 
equipment, .. a show, .. anything.” – Specialist Trainee  
 
As the „trainee‟ articulates, no matter how good the project is in terms of training, equipment and 
volunteer skills, it is “not successful” unless the „trainees‟ are comfortable and happy to 
participate. Both the rapport between volunteers and „trainees‟ in Cooperative Partnerships and 
the interpersonal interactions during social and in-between spaces thus help to build this 
conviviality in development spaces. Consequently, as one Specialist volunteer mentioned, the 
„trainees‟ “verbalised at the feedback to say that because they are very relaxed, their learning 
become[s] easier, they don't feel so constrained and uptight.” These examples highlight social 
and in-between spaces‟ and relationships‟ indispensability in accessing host participation and the 
essential role of „trainees‟ themselves in achieving impact. Because capacity building projects 
are evaluated on the skills and capabilities of the „trainees,‟ host participation becomes 
fundamentally tied to impact. Unlike what Georgeou and Engel (2011) argue, the neoliberal 
focus on quantifiable impact and outcomes can be inextricably linked to relationships and 
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process accountability when impact is intangible skill transfer and exchange. Simply put, such 
impact requires partnerships, and participatory development practices cannot be merely about 
consulting or empowering hosts, but working with them. Volunteers hence have to recognise 
trainees‟ interests and be accountable to them (Korf, 2006; Noxolo et al., 2012) or risk losing the 
motivation or participation of the „trainees62.‟  
6.1.2.2. Building Capacity and Soft Skills  
Beyond just accessing participation, relationships over time helped in building capacity 
and soft skills among the „trainees‟: 
 
“[The relationship] was a huge reason why the project to us at the end was a success. 
Because I think [the hosts] really trusted; they had a big trust in the confidence, in the 
relationship that we had, we could really push them out of their comfort zone[s], … 
challenge their thinking, you know, „this is not correct you have to think again go and 
think about it….‟ It‟s not something they're used to in their culture.”  – Specialist 
Volunteer 
 
The quote reflects what Girgis calls “suggestive dialogue,” “a conscious attempt not to tell others 
what to do but instead to give strategic suggestions and ideas over a longer period of time” 
(2007:358). Given the “high uncertainty avoidance” and hierarchy (Blunt and Turner, 2005:78) 
in Cambodian culture, effecting this required „trainees‟ to trust the volunteers and be comfortable 
with challenges. Relationships – Cooperative and Inclusive Partnerships and friendships – built 
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 The latter was illustrated in the Specialist project that demonstrated Passive Exchanges (section 5.3.1.1), where 
some hosts‟ self-exclusion from, or reluctant participation in, the workshops closed off or reduced the extent of their 
learning and impact. The hosts eventually participated to varying extents as „co-trainers‟ instead of „trainees.‟  
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up over Specialist projects‟ three years enabled this change. Moreover, as another volunteer 
commented, “we try to pass on some of our professional ethics and our passion and why we do 
volunteer work, and definitely we see that in the master trainer[s] because they are willing to 
emulate us and…provide teaching.” Volunteers hence “do not act as managers and experts, but 
colleagues and team members” who encourage and become role models for the hosts (Sherraden 
et al., 2008:403). Unlike technical/hard skills that depend more on volunteer capabilities and 
„trainee‟ participation, soft skills like critical thinking and professional ethics are difficult to 
observe or „teach‟. Yet, they are “sometimes the most meaningful changes” (Mawdsley et al., 
2005:80) as they represent a shift in ways of thinking or doing. Even if volunteers “try to pass on” 
these skills to hosts, the choice of „accepting‟ or „learning‟ these lies ultimately in the hosts. In 
contrast, the trust barrier between hosts and volunteers is reduced in close relationships; over 
time, the “presence and embeddedness [of  volunteers] within a community” (Burns et al., 
2015:26) enable hosts to build their own capacity through consciously or unconsciously learning 
from the volunteers. The role of time and trust will be elaborated further in section 6.2.1. 
6.1.3. Insignificant to or Detracting from (Tangible) Impact 
While crucial in intangible impact, relationships were seen by volunteers, hosts and host 
partner staff as less significant or insignificant in tangible impact. As building and installing bio-
sand filters (material goods) were the main development activities for Direct Service projects, 
one volunteer mused, “do [the hosts] really benefit differently, compared to [when] non-
volunteer[s] go and install [the filters] for them?” For Direct Service projects, the presence or 
absence of convivial cross-cultural interactions between volunteers and hosts did not affect the 
tangible impact (number of bio-sand filters installed). In fact, given the time constraints of a 
Direct Service trip, spending time forging convivial relationships between volunteers and hosts 
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could compromise the number of filters installed. This tension was evident for many host 
organisation staff who saw the volunteers‟ primary contribution as labour. On a non-SIF IDV 
project, a staff member articulated, “if you send Secondary School [students] or younger people, 
they don't work. They don't care [to do] any work [and] just want to play more than work.” 
Because the host organisation had to build and install a target number of filters each month, they 
valued volunteers who could work effectively to meet this target. Although volunteer-host 
interactions and „play‟ were not discouraged, they were seen as less beneficial than or detracting 
from „work63.‟ In this case, relationships and tangible development impact are seen as separate, 
incompatible or even contradictory.   
 
Nevertheless, the volunteers were unsettled by their roles as providing „labour.‟ Some 
realised upon building or installing the filters that they were less „capable‟ than their host 
counterparts (Sin, 2010). Others mentioned that hiring a host staff builder or installer instead of 
flying volunteers over to Cambodia would amount to more filters being built and create local 
employment. As Hammersley writes, the volunteers‟ questioning of “their role and the impact 
they were having ... led to frustration over their perceived usefulness on construction sites based 
on their motives to make a “physical” difference” (2014:863). Unlike Specialist or In-field 
projects where volunteer skills and relationships mattered in capacity building, Direct Service 
volunteer-host relationships were seen as not contributing to or detracting from the bio-sand 
filter building and installation. This difference between „skilled‟ and „unskilled‟ volunteers is 
paralleled in IDV literature which critiques short-term „unskilled‟ volunteers as less effective or 
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 In our installation visits to the hosts‟ homes, the host staff joining each small team of volunteers seemed more 
eager to work quickly and to move on to the next installation than to (help the volunteers) engage in conversation 
with the hosts. Coupled with the volunteer pressure to meet their perceived filter „KPIs‟ (mentioned in the last 
chapter), this posed challenges for the volunteers to interact with the hosts. 
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even unsuitable for development due to their time and skill „limitations‟ (Lough et al., 2010; 
Palacios, 2010; Lyons et al., 2012). Host partners need to spend resources and time „looking 
after‟ and „training‟ volunteers to build and install filters, hence „caring‟ for the volunteers. This 
lack of volunteer impact and hidden „cost‟ of volunteers are not mentioned in SIF‟s or the IDV 
industry‟s discursive portrayal of volunteers „caring‟ or „uplifting lives‟ of developing 
communities (SIF, n.d.2). Yet, because caring discourses inevitably affect volunteers‟ 
motivations to „make a difference‟ through IDV, and are reflected in structured development 
spaces (chapter 5), some volunteers justified their IDV impact in terms of care:  
 
“Our presence there … still brings some kind of joy to [the hosts]…. They know we are 
being concerned, we care, there are people around the world that will come down and 
support [them].” – Direct Service Volunteer  
 
Here, volunteers perceive themselves as a „caring‟ solution to „Southern‟ poverty, invoking 
problematic imaginations of the „South‟ needing help from the „North‟ (Simpson, 2004; Baillie 
Smith and Laurie, 2011). Moreover, in seeing themselves as primarily „carers‟ and bringing 
„help,‟ volunteers can overstate their importance and be ignorant to the „care‟ they receive or the 
„costs‟ they bring. These consequences call to question the IDV industry‟s hegemonic portrayal 
of volunteering as „caring,‟ which will be revisited later in chapter 7. Nevertheless, volunteers 
sought for additional ways to bolster their impact (in section 6.3). Through these actions, 
volunteers essentially attempted to broaden the (perceived) definition of development impact 
beyond tangible impact, and these impacts will be expounded on subsequently.  
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6.2. The Role of Interpersonal Relationships in the Sustainability and Continuity 
of Impact 
Besides affecting project impact, interpersonal relationships also affect impact 
sustainability. Here, I look into two interlinked definitions of sustainability – sustainability over 
time and sustainability over scale in effecting structural change.   
6.2.1. Time and Trust 
Perhaps the most fundamental factor to impact sustainability is time. Though impact 
sustainability is often examined after development projects close (Manor, 2007; Baird and 
Hammer, 2013), the periodic nature of Direct Service and Specialist projects requires 
understanding impact sustainability first as impact after each trip. Many volunteers doubted the 
sustainability of the project impacts especially when either hosts and volunteers or both changed 
with each trip. On the one-off hygiene demonstrations, a Direct Service volunteer pondered, “[it 
was a] great presentation, but will [the pupils] remember that?” Sharing similar reservations was 
another volunteer:  
 
“I think we are going in to do the installation and straight away with minimal 
interactions with the locals, but we know that [the filter] is going to benefit them. I think 
the jury is still out on that point, whether it is a good idea to get emotionally too 
involved with the beneficiaries and then at the end of it within the two or three short 
days you will disappear from their lives” 
 
While the hygiene demonstrations could have been „great,‟ or could have had convivial and close 
the volunteer-children interpersonal relationships, without the consistency of repeated and 
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prolonged interactions, the children may forget the hygiene steps shortly after the volunteers‟ 
departure. Furthermore, volunteers‟ motivations for intimate, embodied encounters with hosts 
(Rovisco, 2009; Conran, 2011) may, as the second quote cautions, have negative repercussions 
when volunteers “disappear from their lives” after a few days64. While it is not possible to draw 
concrete conclusions, the outcomes of one-off training sessions to hosts, and local consequences 
of multiple short-term interactions with different volunteers, need to be further researched.  
  
 Furthermore, when volunteers or hosts change with project trips, volunteers cannot 
“reinforce the knowledge” or follow up on what was being done the previous session. As a 
Specialist volunteer laments:  
 
 Because each time the person who [volunteers] is not the same so there's.... no way that 
we can … have a true follow-up. I can tell my colleagues that, "yeah, this was done, this 
was done, this was done." But they don't know how it was truly done.” 
 
In asserting that subsequent colleagues cannot know how the volunteering “was truly done,” the 
volunteer highlights the tacit knowledge or the know-how of volunteering – how best to interact 
with the hosts, what teaching techniques worked, the subtleties of reading behaviour – that can 
only be known by being there. Volunteer-host relationships mentioned previously as being 
instrumental to enhancing host participation cannot be transferred between volunteers, and have 
to be built with each change in volunteer or host.  
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 According to a voluntourism coordinator I met with who was not related to SIF, children who have experienced 
multiple short-term visits from different volunteers are initially emotional and unhappy for the first few departures, 
but then become accustomed and even nonchalant over time. 
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In contrast, the co-presence and participation of volunteers and hosts throughout the 
project built the trust in partnerships and friendships that was essential for impact continuity 
(Devereux, 2008):  
 
“I would say the success of it was [that] I was consistently there for the [many] years 
la… I think having a consistent person gave [the hosts] a sense that this is not a fly by 
night activity. [In] the past, when the NGOs tried to run training, it was always: invite a 
speaker in, speaker left after five days and that was it; everybody went back to what they 
were doing before, because who cares, nobody checks, plus I (speaking from host 
perspective) can‟t remember what [the speaker] has taught. Am I doing it right? I don‟t 
see any effect on the patient; the patient didn‟t change. Okay la let‟s go back to our 
usual way.” – Specialist Volunteer  
 
These findings illustrate the importance of time/temporality in IDV projects, and echo Tiessen 
and Heron‟s suggestion that volunteer impact is correlated with the length of stay (2012). 
Knowledge, skills and change are cumulative and require time; short-term „trainings‟ without 
follow-up or even contact from the speaker/trainer made it difficult for hosts to follow through 
on the practices learned. This was perhaps accentuated by Cambodia‟s huge number of aid 
projects (Chanboreth and Hach, 2008). During my visits to host organisations, there were almost 
always non-SIF volunteers there. The prevalence of such short-term „training‟ raises questions 
about the compatibility of these different „knowledges‟ and their usefulness. As one Specialist 
host partner staff puts, the volunteers “don‟t just teach and go away.” Because many volunteers 
do just teach and go away, consistency and commitment of volunteers (over recurring trips or a 
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long-term period) become defining determinants of who cares and who does not, which project 
helps and which does not. Trust and respect is not given by virtue of the volunteer‟s status, but 
by his/her effort and commitment to the project. Trust and commitment are so crucial to impact 
sustainability, but hardly mentioned in the literature (Eversole, 2003; Eyben, 2010). As shown 
previously in the building of soft skills, the close relationships between hosts and volunteers 
through the project encouraged the former to also commit to the project. Interestingly, as 
volunteers continue volunteering, their relationships with hosts then become reasons for their 
continuity:  
 
“[The trainees have] become part of your circle of friends. You don‟t just drop 
something like that. So when you find that you can [make] an influence you just continue 
to put your puzzle piece in, when you see a fit you just stick it in.” – Specialist Volunteer  
 
Friendships and partnerships intersect, and volunteers commit not just to projects, but to the 
personal relationships and impact to the hosts. While projects end, friendships continue, and with 
them the possibility of future collaborations.  
6.2.2. Structural Factors and Immanent Development  
However, impact sustainability can be challenged by structural factors. Because projects 
are embedded in the context of „immanent development‟ processes – wider structural and 
political economic change – mapping projects (intentional development) onto immanent 
development to “trac[e] the mutually constitutive interactions between the two” (Bebbington, 
2000:515) reveals not temporal but scalar sustainability. Biddulph (2011) argues that 





. Interventions like the distributing of hygiene kits (containing a toothbrush, 
soap etc.) in villages which lack sanitation, or the upgrading of physiotherapists‟ skills in 
hospitals where doctors do not value physiotherapists enough to send their patients to them, are 
well-intentioned and relevant to improving health/healthcare standards; however, they can be 
compromised when faced with structural barriers at the village or organisational scale
66
. The 
difficulties IDV projects have in overcoming the structural inequalities present in poverty have 
led scholars to advocate “radical structural change” (Conran, 2011:1467), and a social justice 
approach (Simpson, 2004; Lyons et al., 2012). Yet, radical structural change need not be the 
rallying call for volunteers; “the terms volunteerism and social activism are not mutually 
exclusive” and volunteers can (un)intentionally contribute to social change (UNV, 2015:xiv). As 
a Specialist physiotherapist volunteer explains: 
 
“There‟s this huge, big, around 50,000 piece puzzle. I would say if I had to do it myself, 
I would never be able to do it. But if you just give me one piece to put in, I can put it in 
for you la. So … when I connected with the NGO [and joined the project], they gave me 
a piece of the puzzle, and I found that now I have got another piece, and then I am just 
adding more and more pieces to their puzzle, [and] many others have come in and done 
a lot of growth in there, it‟s nearly exploded. In fact I think the puzzle is growing much 
faster than I imagine[d].” 
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 Analysing a property rights intervention‟s impact in the context of land tenure in Cambodia, Biddulph argued that 
it did not address the wider problem of tenure insecurity as it was implemented in areas which already had secure 
tenure or were degraded and unable to support livelihoods. Thus, the project‟s impact is diminished when seen in the 
wider immanent development context of tenure insecurity (2011). 
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 For example, when the soap and the toothpaste in the hygiene kit have been used up, a lack of sanitation in the 
village will continue to pose hygiene problems to hosts.  
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The volunteer‟s metaphor of a „puzzle‟ represents a development issue (encompassing both the 
project/intervention and the immanent development or structural context it is embedded in). Each 
individual actor in a project holds a puzzle piece. While each individual involvement in the IDV 
project cannot effect structural change, this involvement provides some understanding of the 
structural context and connections with other actors, and therefore creates potential for adding in 
a new piece, a new involvement. This was the case for the Specialist healthcare project, which 
began with a training programme for a core group of Cambodian healthcare professionals over 
ten years ago, but grew and spun off different projects to tackle different structural barriers 
facing the profession. One project raised the awareness of the healthcare professionals‟ roles in 
the hospital; another aimed to upgrade their university curriculum – these interventions 
progressively tweaked the profession‟s governance67 and its social position in Cambodia. The 
„puzzle‟ pieces come together through volunteers‟ and hosts‟ (healthcare professionals) long-
term commitment and close relationships with each other; these allowed them to progressively 
design interventions that tackled the various structural barriers. While some key actors stayed 
throughout the project duration, others handed over their roles to committed counterparts. This 
example highlights how ideals of social justice and structural change need not exist a priori or 
before the project, but can be developed over time through the IDV process. Social activism in 
tackling a development „puzzle‟ is thus also contingent on the close relationships between 
volunteers and hosts built over time, and their incremental understanding of the structural context 
and constraints. Volunteers‟ bridging of outsider knowledge and expertise and insider 
perspectives and relationships (Devereux, 2008:366) allows them to see the gaps, work with 
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qualified hosts, and together, take interventions to the more sustainable level of effecting 
immanent change. This volunteer commitment seen in both temporal and scalar sustainability 
evokes a grounded form of responsibility-based cosmopolitanism that will be discussed in the 
subsequent chapter.  
6.3. Interpersonal Relationships as Social Capital Impact 
Finally, relationships can be seen as social capital impact, as actors tap into each other‟s 
networks for impact. Cross-cultural bridging social capital (Perold et al., 2012) between 
volunteers and hosts allow hosts to email volunteers for technical advice or to practice their 
English, furthering intangible impact. While volunteer-host networks require close personal 
relationships, host partners need not have close relationships with volunteers to benefit, as they 
have pre-existing volunteering or fund-raising structures to facilitate these links. These links 
were particularly utilised for Direct Service volunteers who wanted to contribute more beyond 
„labour.‟ Volunteers fund-raised to donate or purchase tangible cement mixers for bio-sand filter 
building, or acted as advocates and recommended friends to volunteer (also in Palacios, 2010). 
As such, in social capital impact, Direct Service volunteers were able to make some of their most 
significant contributions to the host organisation (and indirectly to host communities) and were 
valued by the host staff. SIF and host partner staff also maintain ties beyond the projects to 
leverage on professional networks. As one Specialist host partner staff mentioned, “even though 
SIF kind of phased out, they – their own member – linked [us] up with [another organisation]. So 
you know, it has been a fantastic cooperation.” Relationships can even allow impact to be scaled 
up: in one example, a volunteer‟s linking of the host organisation to her overseas contacts was 
instrumental in firmly embedding the organisation in the international network of donors, 
resulting in access to future funding, resources and volunteers (also in Comhlámh, 2007). With 
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the growing professionalisation and bureaucratisation of international development privileging 
practitioners and NGOs of a certain cosmopolitan type and class (Townsend et al., 2002; 
Georgeou, 2012), the hosts‟ „scaling up‟ and continued linkages with volunteers provide them 
the crucial ability and push to keep up with and practice development in the uneven playing field.  
 
However, with social capital and networks also comes exclusion or the privileging of 
some people due to the structure of networks and the forces that shape it (Bebbington, 2002; 
Mohan and Mohan, 2002). For Specialist and In-field projects, the key host „trainees‟ or „master 
trainers‟ who gain the most social capital and benefits have higher English proficiency and skill 
competency. Because capacity building between volunteer and host is more easily achieved in 
the presence of a common language, this necessary valorising of a certain „cosmopolitan‟ 
identity and class may reproduce local/host social hierarchies or prevent impact from benefitting 
the poorer, less-privileged Cambodians – the target audience of „development.‟ Host partners 
hence function as key nodes in social capital networks – linking resources and knowledge from 
volunteers and SIF staff to their other members. Host „trainees‟ pass on knowledge to their peers, 
colleagues and students. Whether voluntary or required by their organisations, this sharing and 
solidarity within local host networks and relationships carries on the IDV impact, reaching places 
and people that projects alone never could.  
6.4. Conclusion 
To what extent do interpersonal relationships affect development impact? My research 
provides a nuanced view of relationships in development impact. It also broadens the IDV 
literature‟s analysis of development impact as not only tangible and intangible impact during the 
project but also impact sustainability and social capital impact beyond the project. Strong 
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interpersonal relationships – the Cooperative and Inclusive Partnerships and friendships 
mentioned in the previous chapter – build on well-designed projects and the skills and capacities 
of individuals to achieve development impact. The more intangible and long-term the impact, the 
more important relationships are in achieving them: while tangible impact does not require 
relationships but more of „labour,‟ intangible impact (especially soft skills) hinges on actors 
collaborating or working together. At a project level, relationships are important for key actors to 
design projects or ensure impact sustainability over time and across scales. These partnerships 
and friendships are important because they reduce structured volunteer-host or SIF-host staff 
relationships of power and difference, improving rapport and allowing host participation and 
empowerment in projects. Understanding development impact through relationships hence 
reveals the indispensability of hosts/locals: these partnerships and friendships necessitate two-
way involvement in impact creation rather than one-way giving by volunteers. This significance 
of host/local contributions challenges not only SIF and IDV discourses emphasising the central 
role of volunteers in development impact (see chapter 3.3.1; United Nations Volunteers, 2011; 
Forum, 2014), but also IDV scholars who focus on the development contributions volunteers 
bring to project (Devereux, 2008; Lough et al., 2010). As such, there is a need to acknowledge 
host/local contributions to „re-centre‟ development relationships, and this will be detailed in my 
concluding chapter.    
 
Also inseparable from relationships is the notion of time and temporality. While IDV 
scholars have favoured long-term volunteering over short-term volunteering in terms of impact 
created (Palacios, 2010; Tiessen and Heron, 2012), it is in investigating relationships that this 
temporal differentiation comes to light. My analysis of three project modalities differing in 
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temporality aids this task. Because relationships take time to build, in short-term Direct Service 
or Specialist projects where volunteers undertake a one-off trip for a few days, their brief 
encounters with the hosts end before relationships form, and any nascent intangible impact or 
change may also end. Moreover, the volunteers‟ motivations to care – or to see their impact as 
worthwhile – can result in various negative consequences68. Yet for long-term In-field volunteers 
or Specialist volunteers who return regularly and work with the same host actors over the years, 
their commitment allows partnerships and convivial relationships or friendships to form. The 
trust and in-depth understanding that comes with these relationships allow hosts and volunteers 
to work towards sustainable intangible impact. The intermittent but consistent trips of some 
Specialist volunteers therefore add nuance to the literature‟s comparison of long-term versus 
short-term IDV projects, redefining long-term temporality and commitment as regularity and 
consistency rather than length of stay. 
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 These will be revisited again in the next chapter.  
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7. THE ROLE OF INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS 
IN DOMESTIC IMPACT  
 
After looking at the formation of interpersonal relationships in Chapter Five, and the role 
of these relationships in affecting development impacts for Cambodians in Chapter Six, this 
chapter closes the loop by investigating the non-development impacts of relationships, 
particularly through domestic impacts for Singaporean volunteers and Singapore. In international 
development, the benefits that aid workers, donor organisations and countries gain from 
development are rarely examined or often seen critically as detracting from development impact 
(Lancaster, 2007; Sato et al., 2011). Conversely, in IDV and voluntourism, the benefits of IDV 
to volunteers are widely discussed, even more so than benefits to host communities (Wearing 
and McGehee, 2013). Investigating the impacts both „donors‟ and „recipients‟ of IDV receive 
therefore reveals a nuanced picture of the development relationship between „North‟ and „South,‟ 
or in this case between Singapore and Cambodia. I first examine the cosmopolitan identities and 
the global citizenship sensibilities that volunteers gain. Thereafter, I look into the relationships in 
IDV at an international scale, between Singapore and Cambodia. While structured separately, the 
individual impacts are the building blocks of international relationships, and individual 
experiences are embedded in organisational and international contexts. I also pull together and 
extend relevant points in the previous two chapters to discuss these themes. 
7.1. Cosmopolitanism and Global Citizenship 
Cosmopolitanism and global citizenship are closely related concepts regarding the 
relationships or connectedness individuals have to foreign others and the „global community.‟ 
Rather than thinking of cosmopolitanism and global citizenship as ideal qualities – e.g. tolerance, 
global solidarity, shared humanity – that volunteers should embody through IDV (Lyons et al., 
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2012; Lough and McBride, 2014), I follow Baillie Smith et al. (2013) in using these concepts as 
open-ended processes, to understand the kinds of volunteer cosmopolitan identities emerging 
from IDV. I structure my discussion of these concepts into two sections. The first examines how 
volunteers relate to and understand differences across borders, and the second explores the sense 
of global consciousness and solidarity that prompts volunteers to tackle social inequality 
overseas.  
7.1.1. Cosmopolitanism as an Engagement with Difference 
In essence, the IDV experience was for volunteers (and hosts) a transnational and cross-
cultural encounter with „Otherness‟ or difference. While the SIF volunteers had varying personal, 
caring and/or professional motivations, these change or become more layered through 
relationships and encounters with hosts. This section thus explores the ways volunteers engage 
with and understand the differences between themselves and Cambodians, and the impacts and 
cosmopolitan identities that emerge.  
7.1.1.1. Professional Cosmopolitanism 
Working in a different environment and facing challenges in language, culture, time, 
resources and learning style required volunteers to think on their feet, adapt and cater their 
practices to suit the Cambodians:  
 
 “Volunteers also benefit because they can know the real context of Cambodia, or the 
culture, and then we benefit from each other.... Even [if] we are the participant, we also 




Just as Specialist and In-field hosts built their professional skills and capacities through cross-
cultural learning (see chapter 6), volunteers too honed an ability to work across different cultures 
and contexts (Jones, 2011). Relationships played a part, as volunteers who formed Inclusive and 
Cooperative Partnerships with hosts over time could work closely with them and hone their 
cosmopolitan professional skills. Similar to Mau et al.‟s (2008) study, they recognised „other‟ 
ways and systems of doing things, and were open to learning from or adapting to such difference. 
 
This element of cosmopolitan professionalism reveals mutuality and reciprocity in IDV. 
In a Specialist project closing ceremony speech, the SIF Director for International Volunteerism 
mentioned: 
 
“In giving of their time, energy and expertise, I believe that our Singapore volunteers 
are also beneficiaries of this experience. Many of them have been deeply impressed by 
the learning spirit of the Cambodian trainees and the dedication to the patients they 
serve” (Thevarakom, 2010). 
 
Terming volunteers as „beneficiaries69‟ not only highlights the benefits volunteers receive from 
IDV, but also disrupts the hegemonic association of „beneficiaries‟ with hosts. Yet, the 
Director‟s articulation of the „trainees‟‟ “learning spirit” still constructs them as „recipients‟ of 
knowledge and skills from volunteers. Instead, „trainees‟ can also „give‟ and „teach‟ volunteers:  
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 Nevertheless, this terming of volunteers as „beneficiaries‟ only appears during certain Specialist project speeches 
and not in other areas of SIF‟s website.  
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 “I also learn how they actually adapt. Because for us in Singapore, we have all those 
fantastic equipment…. Over there you have to crack your head: what to do ah? But the 
staff over there they will [say] „oh yea, you just do this,‟ and they use very simple things 
to replace, which is great. They could actually come up with a lot of adaptations.” 
 
In learning from the Cambodians‟ adaptability, the volunteer not only acknowledges Cambodian 
skills as valid, but sees them as valuable in themselves, without needing „foreign‟ input or 
improvement (see chapter 5.3.1.2 for comparison
70
). The discourse of development aid as skill, 
knowledge transfer or a “supplement” from „donor‟/„North‟ to „recipient‟/„South‟ (Girgis, 2007) 
is hence actually a two-way knowledge exchange on the ground. With the increasing neo-
liberalisation of IDV as a means for individual professional gains or for youths to build their CVs 
(Baillie Smith and Laurie, 2011; Jones, 2011), a discourse of reciprocity and the „North‟ learning 
from the „South‟ can actually emerge. Yet, to maintain the balance between service/altruism and 
self-interest (Lyons et al., 2012) and prevent a neo-colonial appropriation of the „South‟ for 
„Northern‟ development, the professionalisation and neo-liberalisation of IDV must be 
accompanied by an assurance that hosts‟ needs come first, and that volunteers are committed and 
have quality skills to share.  
7.1.1.2. Cross-cultural Understanding 
Beyond professional cosmopolitanism, the people-to-people nature of IDV allowed 
volunteers and hosts to engage at a more personal level and forge cross-cultural understandings. 
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 In Specialist „sharing‟ sessions or workshops, the volunteers encouraged „trainees‟ to share their ideas and 




Responding to the growing critique that sending money or donating achieves better impact than 
travelling overseas to volunteer, a Direct Service volunteer argued:  
 
“But [donating] doesn't offer you the benefit of actually going to that country and 
learning about the local lifestyle, learning about their culture, their traditions and 
impacting them directly. It would not offer you an opportunity to get to know people on 
a personal level. It won't be on the ground, doing things yourself. So [by volunteering] 
you also put yourself in the shoes of the [host staff] … and you learn to do it as well.” 
 
The act of volunteering, of working together with host staff towards the common goal of building 
or installing bio-sand filters, has an intangible impact that defies the economic rationality of 
donations. While donating money directly to the host organisations brings quantifiable impact in 
terms of more filters built, IDV offers the possibility of a whole range of intangible impacts
71
. 
Volunteers walk in the shoes of the host staff, learning from their work and lives and relating to 
them. The embodied and convivial interactions between volunteers and hosts allowed cross-
cultural exchanges of culture and perspectives on a personal level not possible without IDV 
(McIntosh and Zahra, 2007). Even in the brief encounters of Direct Service trips, volunteers and 
hosts were able to relate to one another and make connections: 
  
“I guess as cliché as it sounds, through volunteering, you meet the Cambodians… You 
find out that they're not so different from us. They're funny, they're nice people. They eat 
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 As mentioned in the previous chapter however, most Direct Service host partner staff see the primary impact of 
volunteers as their labour and social impact contributions.  
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certain kinds of food. Yeah, they're slightly different. But then... you get to see them 
„live‟. (laughs) You don't just read books, you don't see the news and because in certain 
books, certain news, you see certain Cambodians but you don't see Cambodians like 
[them]” – Direct Service volunteer 
 
The volunteer‟s comment of books and news showing “certain Cambodians” that are different 
from those she met “live” emphasises the difference between the discourses produced and 
articulated by the IDV industry and the lived experiences on the ground (Lie, 2008). Not only are 
the depictions of hosts and volunteers in IDV discourse incomplete and specific representations, 
they also frame volunteers and hosts in development imaginaries of giving and receiving, of 
privileged and poor. While IDV projects inevitably reflect these development imaginaries and 
thus have the potential to reify stereotypical understandings between volunteer and host (see 
Chapter Five; Simpson, 2004; Tiessen and Heron, 2012), they also provide an opportunity to go 
beyond them. The in-between and social spaces provide opportunities for convivial encounters 
between volunteers and hosts; these respectful and friendly interactions can transcend cultural 
barriers, “creat[ing] the basis for a less racist or stereotypical perception of other cultures 
(Palacios, 2010:373). Through IDV, the cultural and affective knowledge and understanding that 
volunteers and hosts gain of each other paint a more human picture of development beyond the 
discursive representations, one that is more than seeing each other as givers or recipients.  
7.1.1.3. Learning from the ‘Other’ 
Finally, volunteers saw the differences between themselves and the hosts as opportunities 
for personal growth and learning. Interestingly, while long-term In-field and Specialist 
volunteers emerged with deeper and more nuanced learning, Direct Service volunteers also 
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learned from their brief experiences. These differences gave volunteers the opportunity to make 
comparisons between their experiences in Cambodia and in Singapore/their home country, thus 
looking outwards to reflect inwards: 
 
“To myself it‟s a lot of reflection throughout the [volunteering] journey: we have been 
very hardworking for the past years, achieved something, but what are the things that 
we missed out so far, compar[ed] to the people here [who] might not seem to achieve a 
lot in terms of monetary or material [wealth], but they are happy, everybody is happy.” 
– Direct Service Volunteer       
 
While the volunteer‟s articulation of hosts as „happy‟ despite having a poorer „monetary or 
material life‟ seems to reproduce the discourse of hosts as “poor-but-happy,” unlike Simpson I 
disagree that this necessarily equates to a “trivialisation of poverty” or “allows material 
inequality to be excused” because “people do not really mind living in poverty” (2004:688). The 
valuing of “emotional wealth” (Nederveen-Pieterse, 2000) or an appreciation of non-material 
aspects of life does not need to come at the negation of material well-being; volunteers can 
recognise the hosts‟ socio-economic difficulties and their struggle to „get out of‟ poverty while 
learning from their perspectives. Volunteers also admired the resilience and diligence of 
Cambodians. These serve as alternative narratives in development discourse, showing the ways 
in which the „donor‟/„North‟ can also learn from the „recipient‟/„South.‟  
 
Often combined with volunteers‟ increased valuing of the non-material aspects of life 
was appreciation for the social infrastructure in Singapore. As a Direct Service volunteer 
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expressed, “it's only in Cambodia that you realise that how important water is to their daily lives.” 
In seeing the challenges Cambodians faced in obtaining clean water, healthcare, or quality 
education, many volunteers mentioned how they had “taken for granted” the social infrastructure 
and systems that made these aspects of life possible in Singapore. Although this learning of 
appreciation is a positive outcome for volunteers, it becomes problematic when seen as an aim of 
IDV by the state or sending organisations. In Singapore, the cultivation of national pride and 
identity is seen as a valuable outcome for IDV (Krishna and Habibul Haque, 2004; Sin, 2009). In 
May 2014, a member of parliament proposed the mandatory sending of Singaporean pupils on 
“relatively tough” IDV trips to rural villages, stating that the trips would be “money well spent” 
as they would “help our youths appreciate Singapore‟s success better, reduce the sense of 
entitlement and inculcate the value of service to others” (Today, 2014). His comments were 
criticised for the „objectification‟ of rural villagers, the implicit “condescension” that „developed‟ 
Singapore was better than its „developing‟ neighbours, and the lack of “real help” student 
volunteers could bring (Han, 2014). This state articulation of forming “grateful, responsible 
(local) citizens” (Diprose, 2012:189) through IDV brings out the tensions between domestic and 
development goals of IDV, and reflects how individual outcomes can be tied to wider political 
agendas. Because short-term Direct Service volunteers also grow and learn from their IDV 
experiences (albeit not as in-depth as long-term Specialist and In-field volunteers as I will 
discuss later), organisations implementing IDV with the intention of „instilling appreciation‟ can 
prioritise short-term IDV projects which are „cheaper‟ to fund. However, as seen in the previous 
chapter, development impact requires time, commitment and volunteer-host partnerships. 
Prioritising domestic over development aims in sending short-term pupil volunteers without 
relevant skills or project planning thus may undermine development impact, and bring extra 
134 
 
„costs‟ to host communities72. Moreover, if organisations structure projects to „teach‟ 
appreciation, the cross-cultural learning and understanding mentioned previously may be 
superseded by cross-cultural superiority: volunteers may only see the „lack‟ of overseas rural 
communities vis-à-vis their „privileges‟ in Singapore or see themselves as bringing „care‟ to 
„developing‟ communities (see chapter 6.1.3 and 7.1.2). As Baillie Smith and Laurie write, “this 
presents an uncomfortable connection with colonial and development histories where the global 
South is a vehicle for the realisation of UK domestic and other policy needs” (2011:553). While 
SIF aligns itself with development aims and has shifted away from citizenship aims of national 
identity and community service (see chapter 3.3.1), being embedded in the Singapore socio-
political and funding context, it needs to balance with caution the development and volunteer-
learning aims of IDV to prevent these contradictions.  
 
Threading through these three engagements – professional cosmopolitanism, cross-
cultural understanding and learning – of volunteers with hosts is hence simultaneously a greater 
openness to difference and a stronger awareness of the „self.‟ While volunteers find connections 
across cultures, they do not articulate a sense of shared humanity or global connectedness. Rather, 
volunteers connect with hosts through their differences, showing how differences need not result 
in „cross-cultural misunderstanding‟ (Raymond and Hall, 2008). As highlighted through the 
volunteer-host convivial encounters (chapter 5.3.2.2.), difference or „otherness‟ can exist without 
notions of superiority or inferiority (Wearing and McGehee, 2013). Too often IDV academics 
speak critically of the self-other binaries and differences volunteers find between themselves and 
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 Host partners also need to spend resources and time „looking after‟ volunteers; for projects with infrastructure 
building (e.g. Water for Life), host partners have to „train‟ volunteers in the proper technique of building. 
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hosts (Simpson, 2004; Lyons et al., 2012), failing to comment on how difference is also 
necessary for understanding. Barnett, reading Derrida and Levinas on ethics and hospitality, 
writes that counter to the common refrain that sees distance as indifference, “the complete 
erasure of boundaries would efface the threshold across which relating is made possible” 
(2005:16). Even in the closest of partnerships or friendships, difference between volunteer and 
host is never completely effaced. Rather than a cosmopolitan identity that transcends difference, 
the cosmopolitan identity volunteers gain is a mutual recognition and acceptance of each other‟s 
differences, influencing each other while maintaining their different identities. 
7.1.2. Cosmopolitanism as Grounded Global Citizenship 
While IDV was an opportunity to, as a Specialist volunteer puts, gain “benefits for [their] 
internal plant,” through “learn[ing] to water other people73,” the main reasons volunteers wanted 
to continue volunteering overseas were to impact others‟ lives, and the personal fulfilment and 
satisfaction gained as a result. In this section I thus outline two forms of global citizenship which 
are „grounded‟ in personal connections and solidarity volunteers have to global „others,‟ rather 
than stemming from a volunteer sense of belonging to a „global community‟ or a global 
perspective of interconnected political and social issues (Mau et al., 2008; Rovisco, 2009). I 
draw on my previous discussions on care and responsibility (chapters 5.3 and 6.2.3) to highlight 
a „grounded‟ care-based global citizenship followed by a responsibility-based one.  
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 The volunteer uses plants as a metaphor for people; when volunteers “water” or help other people, they actually 
gain benefits for themselves („water‟ their own plant or themselves). 
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7.1.2.1. Care-based Global Citizenship 
Volunteers with a care-based global citizenship were driven to make a direct and often 
knowable difference in another person‟s life. This was particularly the case for Direct Service 
volunteers: 
 
“It is not like the number [of filters] is a lot. [It‟s] not very significant. Still, we feel 
good to want to go back again. And it is not like we must chiong (Singapore slang for 
rush) to squeeze in as many filters as possible.” – Direct Service Volunteer 
 
“My take on that is that since we are only going to visit [the children] once only, why 
not give the opportunity to give them a little time of happiness? Then [we] should 
prepare enough [gifts for all of them].” – Direct Service Volunteer  
 
Although SIF and particularly the host partner measure and quantify the Direct Service project 
impacts through the number of bio-sand filters installed, volunteers perceive their impact by 
interacting with the host communities and knowing whom they have impacted. The fulfilment 
volunteers gained was strengthened through the organisations‟ structuring of care and the 
intimate, people-to-people encounters in development spaces, as volunteers interpreted care 
through the hosts‟ „happiness,‟ hospitality and appreciation (see Chapter 5.3.1.1 and 6.1.3; 
Palacios, 2010). Even if volunteers „gave‟ hosts fleeting „happiness‟ in receiving gifts or a small 
number of bio-sand filters
74
, these intangible and affective acts of direct caring allow volunteers 
to “feel good” and continue volunteering internationally. Indeed, care and intimacy through 
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 Volunteers typically built and installed in hosts‟ homes 20-30 bio-sand filters over two days of volunteering.  
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volunteer-host interactions are at the centre of most IDV experiences (Sin, 2010; Conran, 2011), 
and a care-based global citizenship is articulated in the IDV industry‟s and SIF‟s calls of making 
a difference (SIF, n.d.2; Mostafanezhad, 2014). Yet, a discourse on volunteers‟ ability to care 
and make a difference can prevent volunteers from questioning their effectiveness, impacts or 
„cost‟ to the hosts75, hence overstating their importance as „givers.‟ In the first quote above, 
although volunteers realise their filter numbers are “not very significant,” they are still keen to 
return without building as many filters as possible, without questioning whether the host 
organisation prioritises a target number of filters. Moreover, a project staff commented to me that 
volunteers meant well but often did not know they could do harm too. The brief Passive 
Exchanges of volunteer giving and host receiving may perpetuate (performed) poverty or 
dependency in hosts
76
 and a notion of the „North‟ being able to care for the „South‟ (chapter 
5.3.1). Particularly for the Direct Service volunteers, their short and highly structured trips can 
prevent them from seeing the contextual complexities or consequences of their impact beyond 
the few days of volunteering. As Conran writes, “the overwhelming focus on intimacy in [IDV] 
overshadows the structural inequality that [it] seeks to address” (2011:1467). Without 
opportunities for volunteer reflection, the IDV industry‟s discourse and structuring of care in 
development spaces can thus bring negative impact in the name of doing good, thus having neo-
colonising effects on host communities.   
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 In chapter 6.1.3, I mentioned how host partner staff had to „care‟ for Direct Service volunteers during the trips, 
and also train them to properly build and install bio-sand filters.   
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 In one incident mentioned, after hearing from the school principal about his schools‟ needs, some Direct Service 
volunteers wanted to hand over cash to a him to buy supplies for his school. However, after being told by an IDV 




7.1.2.2. Responsibility-based Global Citizenship 
What is missing in the fabric of IDV is a discourse based as much on responsibility as on 
care. While also being motivated to care and make a difference to others, volunteers with a 
responsibility-based global citizenship realise the relational nature of care and volunteering, and 
take into consideration the repercussions of their actions on others before acting:  
 
“Sometimes giving of itself is a complicated thing…. It‟s great you know, for me I go 
down, have a great three days, have a wonderful feeling, but for the person I‟m working 
with, this is actually his career, this is his everyday life… And that really got me 
thinking … what are the long-term effects? … It‟s so complicated then – do or don‟t do? 
I want to donate money also so complicated (laughs), donate my time also complicated, 
must go and track and find out what is the effects, the good and bad, then think of how 
to eliminate the bad.” – Specialist Volunteer 
 
For this volunteer, her involvement through the three-year project exposed her to the 
complexities of volunteering and the difficulties of „doing good.‟ Volunteers also carry this 
responsibility when entering IDV, through the project structure
77
 or after forming close 
relationships with host staff and „trainees‟ (see chapter 5.3.1.3 and 6.2). Here, responsibility is 
not an abstract “obligatio[n] owed to others” in the world (Stokes, 2008 in Lyons et al., 2012) but 
a „grounded‟ obligation to the hosts encountered. Responsibility de-centres the volunteer self in 
IDV: volunteers evaluate their impacts and actions not only on immediate perceived impact, 
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 For the Specialist Training of Trainer and In-field Projects which aimed to allow „trainees‟ to become „master 
trainers‟ or independent practitioners, volunteers were encouraged to consider how their „knowledge‟ could carry on 
in host contexts, and how the impact created can be sustained (see chapter 5.3.1.3). 
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intimacy or self-fulfilment, but also on the “long-term effects” to hosts. Volunteers have to 
grapple with the local socio-political and cultural intricacies to ensure development impact is 
sustainable and with minimal negative repercussions. Time and commitment to projects (chapter 
6.2), and making space for host participation and knowledge (chapter 5.3.1.3) are hence also 
crucial. Yet, “doing responsibility” is difficult (Sin, 2014). As a Direct Service volunteer 
commented, “it‟s a blessing to give so [you] don‟t need to think so much. You don‟t want to go 
through so many rules and regulations, it makes [giving] very difficult.” Compared to a care-
based global citizenship, a responsibility-based global citizenship may result in volunteer 
inaction when the complexities of giving become too great. While IDV academics advocate a 
politicised global citizenship where volunteers act to engage structural inequalities between 
„North‟ and „South‟ (Simpson, 2004; Georgeou and Engel, 2011), paradoxically, knowing „too 
much‟ about these can prevent people from acting. In contrast, the oft-critiqued portrayal of IDV 
as care and making a direct difference (however small) motivates volunteer action and can be a 
basis for learning responsibility. Perhaps a more equitable IDV lies in the sending organisations 
making effort to balance care and responsibility, weaving responsibility into their mandates and 
project structures. While the SIF emphasises a “Collective Social Responsibility” for 
professionals to volunteer beyond their careers (chapter 3.3.1), its discourse lacks a „social‟ 
element of responsibility to the „other.‟   
 
Finally, for both care and responsibility-based global citizenship, volunteers saw 
themselves as belonging to separate geographical communities (albeit in the same region), but 
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with “spheres of influence” or care that could extend across borders, to other countries78. Their 
willingness to volunteer overseas was grounded in a desire to impact others directly, and 
sometimes also in a responsibility to those impacted. Put together with their openness to cross-
cultural differences and awareness of self, their global citizenship and cosmopolitanism was thus 
“a special sort of belonging” and connectedness to multiple overlapping communities (Calhoun, 
2003:532) in Singapore/home and Cambodia.  
7.2. Citizen Diplomacy and Soft Power 
Beyond the development impacts and individual cosmopolitan impacts, IDV itself and 
the development relationships formed can be seen as influencing international relationships. 
While IDV scholars often mentioned volunteer-host relational impacts (Sin, 2010; Hammersley, 
2014), few articulate this impact at the international scale. However, the individual and 
international scales are linked as IDV facilitates and hinges on transnational encounters. SIF, 
more so than other international IDV organisations, particularly involves citizen and public 
diplomacy (SIF, 2012)
79
. Citizen diplomacy is built through volunteers: 
 
“We are [like] ambassador[s] between the [Cambodian] society [and] Singapore or 
SIF. That‟s why I think [SIF] requests us to wear the [Singapore International 
Volunteer] t-shirt, [and to do things] in a proper manner etc.” – Direct Service 
Volunteer 
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 Many were also aware of the limits of their volunteering influence (Tiessen and Heron, 2012), recognising the 
structural challenges of poverty in Cambodia and their identities as „Other‟ or foreign. 
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 Citizen diplomacy refers to ordinary citizens or „citizen diplomats‟ (as opposed to government diplomats) who 
engage with citizens from other countries to build international relationships at the individual and interpersonal level 
(Sharp, 2001). Public diplomacy refers to efforts to “attract the publics of other countries” instead of their 
government (Nye, 2008:95). As international development and especially IDV emphasise the role of international 
people-to-people relationships in achieving socio-economic development, they embody citizen and/or public 





Figure 7. A Singapore International Volunteer and School Children in a Direct Service Project in 
Indonesia. (Source: SIF, n.d.5) 
 
Through SIF project discourses and practices, volunteers recognise their roles as “citizen 
ambassadors” of Singapore (SIF, 2015). The orange shirts volunteers wear during their 
volunteering activities are emblazoned with the words “Singapore International Volunteer80” 
(Figure 7). In pre-departure briefings, SIF staff inform volunteers of SIF‟s mission to forge 
connections with world communities
81
, as well as their code of conduct, roles and 
responsibilities as Singapore International Volunteers. For instance, volunteers are told not to 
describe their volunteering as a way to “eradicate poverty” or to call the hosts “unfortunate” or 
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 Each volunteer is given one of these shirts, and are requested by the SIF staff to wear them on one (or more) of the 
days when they are interacting with host communities or „trainees.‟ 
81
 For its other programmes (e.g. cultural exchange, social entrepreneurship), SIF also works with „developed‟ 
countries like the United Kingdom and Japan (see chapter 3.3)  
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“disadvantaged” as these overstate the impact of IDV projects and imply volunteer or 
Singaporean superiority. Instead, volunteers are requested to “use words that show collaboration 
and sensitivity” and “treat local/host customs and practices with respect.” While these indicate 
SIF‟s commitment to its overseas host partners in sending „responsible‟ international volunteers, 
they also reflect its attempt to govern and manage volunteer discourse and thus the image of 
Singapore (volunteers) that host partners and communities see. In IDV, volunteers become the 
human face of Singapore. Although volunteers and hosts embody many identities – class, gender, 
age – that differ between or even among volunteers and hosts, as seen from this thesis and the 
IDV literature (Simpson, 2004; Palacios, 2010; Wearing and McGehee, 2013), volunteers and 
hosts primarily recognise themselves and each other in terms of „us‟ and „them,‟ Singaporeans 
and Cambodians. Hence, individual encounters and relationships between hosts and volunteers 
result in perceptions not just of individuals but of countries.  
 
At the same time, SIF‟s projects are also platforms for government diplomacy: 
Singaporean and host country ambassadors and government officials grace project opening and 
closing ceremonies. At these events, staff and directors from SIF and the host partner 
organisation give speeches about the project impact and international relationships. The host 
country and Singapore media sometimes cover the event for their respective domestic audiences 
(see chapter 3.3). The individual perceptions from volunteer-host encounters, together with the 
speeches and official discourses from organisations, form a particular geographical imagination 
of Singapore to Cambodians. In the remainder of this section, I highlight two soft power
82
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 Soft power refers to power that is meant to co-opt, attract and persuade, as contrasted with „hard power‟ (e.g. 
military, economic sanctions) that is coercive (Nye, 1990; 2004). 
143 
 
impacts of IDV and reflect on the compatibility of IDV development and diplomatic aims. 
Diplomacy here (and in the concluding chapter of this thesis) refers to citizen diplomacy.    
7.2.1. Projecting a Caring and Friendly Image of Singapore  
Because IDV is essentially about volunteers helping overseas communities and people 
„develop‟ or improve socio-economically, it projects an image of Singapore as a friendly and 
caring neighbour to Cambodia: 
 
“There is a general appreciation of volunteers from Singapore. [IDV] creates goodwill; 
it creates a good environment more benign to Singapore.” – Specialist Volunteer  
 
The „goodwill‟ in IDV projects forms the basis for diplomatic relations and the Cambodians‟ 
imagination of Singapore(ans). For hosts/Cambodians, participating in the projects provides 
them resources like bio-sand filters or enhances their hard and soft skills. Almost all the 
Cambodians I interacted with described the volunteers in words such as “kind,” “friendly” and 
“helpful,” referring to these benefits and the convivial cross-cultural encounters and exchanges 
with volunteers. Even Direct Service hosts who spent less than an hour with the volunteers 
articulated these impressions. While these impressions could be short-lived, the projects‟ 
international reach is significant because of their quantifiable high impact. In one Water for Life 
project, volunteers and staff installed 2,600 bio-sand filters over three years
83
 (Thevarakom, 
2014); when highlighted in the media or during project closing events with government 
diplomats present, this showcases the extent of project success and Singapore‟s caring 
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 A proportion of these bio-sand filters were built or installed by volunteers; the staff continued to build and install 
the filters when volunteers were not present.  
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contributions to Cambodia. The partnerships and friendships evoked during project opening and 
closing speeches (see 3.3.1) also contribute to building a helpful and friendly image of Singapore 
to Cambodia. Volunteers‟ doing of care in projects, hosts‟ appreciation of volunteers and 
speeches at high-profile ceremonies together articulate a discourse of Singapore-Cambodia 
caring that parallels the donor-recipient, North-South caring and giving relationship in IDV and 
development (Hattori, 2001; Korf, 2006).  
 
However, there can be tensions between development and diplomatic aims:  
 
“[If] you have one person going in, spending one whole year, the costs and everything 
[are] much higher and … it becomes less visible. [If] we have Water for Life projects in 
Cambodia compared to oh, we sent one teacher to Cambodia – which one sounds more 
visible?” – In-field Volunteer  
 
With the same amount of money and time, the bio-sand filter Water for Life projects have far 
more visibility and quantifiable impact than capacity building In-field projects where one 
volunteer works in the host organisation over a year. The people-to-people, relationship-oriented 
nature of IDV distinguishes it from the impact-oriented approach of „conventional‟ international 
development (Devereux, 2008). Yet, because intangible impact and impact sustainability in In-
field projects require close volunteer-host relationships formed over time (chapter 6.2), given the 
same time frame, the number of hosts impacted in In-field projects hardly match up to those in 
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Direct Service projects such as Water for Life
84
. In contrast, long-term close relationships give 
volunteers and hosts deeper understandings of each other‟s cultures and countries than short-term 
ones. Between forging deep diplomatic connections at the citizen level and showcasing 
significant impact internationally, prioritising the latter can compromise on the long-term 
intangible development impacts of such capacity building projects.  
7.2.2. Showcasing ‘Developed’ Singapore  
Furthermore, development is essentially a showcase of the „donor‟ country‟s „expertise‟: 
the Specialist and In-field volunteers‟ sharing of hospital protocols and procedures, teaching 
methodologies, skills and knowledge were opportunities for hosts to learn from Singapore. 
During one Specialist workshop I attended, I was surprised when some „trainees‟ expressed 
interest to study in Singapore
85
. Although the geopolitical proximity of Singapore and Cambodia 
(both being in ASEAN) and higher socio-economic wealth of Singapore vis-à-vis Cambodia 
(Chapter Three) contribute to Cambodians‟ perception of Singapore, IDV volunteers embody, 
personalise and bring these aspects to Cambodians. Here, development and diplomatic aims can 
intersect, as project impact and sustainability indicate to hosts the quality and effectiveness of 
Singapore‟s „expertise.‟ Some of the healthcare „trainees‟ and host partners I spoke with readily 
told their patients about their training with Singapore volunteers. By evoking this connection, the 
Cambodians both articulate their possession of Singaporean „expertise,‟ and become embodied 
examples to their patients of how this „expertise‟ is. The image of Singapore thus continues 
through its projects and people impacted, for better or for worse, depending on the quality of 
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 Having 2,600 filters over three years would mean approximately 800 filters per year per family or household. In 
contrast, In-field volunteers typically work closely with a few host partner staff or „trainees,‟ though they also 
interact with or „train‟ other staff members.   
85
 One „trainee‟ even asked the volunteers how to go about this, and I provided him with some information about 
applying to the National University of Singapore. 
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impact made. Through the sharing of Singapore‟s „expertise‟ with „developing‟ countries and the 
hosts‟/locals‟ learning and practicing of these skills and techniques, SIF‟s IDV projects portray 
Singapore as a „developed‟ and able country to its ASEAN neighbours.   
 
Just as IDV or development produces an image of the „recipient‟ country/„Third world‟ 
(Escobar, 1995), it can also (re)produce an image of the „donor‟ country – through showcasing 
„developed‟ Singapore and projecting a friendly and caring image of Singapore(ans). Thus, while 
other countries and development organisations use development or IDV to pursue foreign policy 
aims of security, economic opportunities and political ideals (Lancaster, 2007; Georgeou, 2012), 
citizen diplomacy in SIF‟s IDV projects contributes to SIF‟s mandate of “making friends for a 
better word.” However, „friends‟ here refer less to the friendships that long-term volunteers and 
host partners or „trainees‟ build over time, but more to the friendly image Cambodians gain of 
Singapore, as SIF‟s term “friends of Singapore86” expresses (SIF, 2011). Defining „friends‟ in 
diplomatic terms hence renders short-term Direct Service projects or one-off Specialist trips 
(where volunteers and hosts do not become friends) successful, as they present to Cambodians a 
particular image of Singapore(ans) as friendly, caring, knowledgeable and „developed.‟ Because 
Direct Service projects‟ highly structured and short-term nature have higher potential for 
negative impact, seeing them as „successful‟ in diplomatic and domestic terms sets up a 
contradiction between development and diplomatic aims.   
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 This particular reference was made by SIF‟s Patron and Singapore‟s current President, Tony Tan.  He was quoted 
as saying in this SIF press release, “The SIF has had a strong track record in working with developing communities 
to improve lives through its Singapore volunteers. More recently, it has expanded its focus to growing networks and 
empowering Singaporeans and Friends of Singapore to do good together. As the SIF's Patron, it is my hope to 
encourage more Singaporeans to become responsible global citizens.”  
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While volunteers can shape international perceptions and relations at a citizen level, as 
Magu writes, they “have relatively little contact with the elites who have the greatest sway on 
foreign policy” (2013:55) and may not be effective in influencing international relations at a state 
level. As a Direct Service volunteer comments, “[IDV] doesn‟t impact the relationship between 
the countries unless it is borne out of a MOU [Memorandum of Understanding] between the two 
governments.” Strategically choosing state-level host partners and working in areas of 
Singapore‟s foreign policy interest can circumvent this challenge, but at the expense of 
community-level projects where the hosts have the least influence on policy matters but have the 
most need for socio-economic development.  
7.3. Conclusion  
The cosmopolitan and global citizenship sensibilities that volunteers gain, coupled with 
the diplomatic soft power impacts to Singapore, show how development „donors‟ receive from 
„recipients.‟ Here, time is an important factor in domestic impact. While long-term Specialist and 
In-field volunteers come away with richer and more nuanced cosmopolitan sensibilities, short-
term Direct Service volunteers also gain cross-cultural learning and understanding. Yet, because 
Direct Service projects are highly structured and brief, many volunteers come away with 
problematic care-based global citizenship sensibilities that articulate their roles as carers vis-à-
vis Cambodian „recipients.‟ In contrast, long-term Specialist and In-field volunteers‟ close 
relationships with hosts and deep immersion in the local context allowed them to develop a 
responsibility-based global citizenship – a „grounded‟ obligation to the hosts encountered. While 
this articulates the benefits of long-term volunteer involvement and the potential negative 
consequences of a short-term one, bringing in domestic and diplomatic interests complicates this 
picture. SIF‟s diplomatic aim of volunteers as „citizen ambassadors‟ and to make „friends‟ for 
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Singapore can privilege short-term Direct Service projects that have high quantifiable impact, as 
they help create an image of Singapore to Cambodians as caring, friendly and „developed‟ even 
through the brief volunteer-host encounters. Moreover, the presence of government diplomats at 
project opening and closing ceremonies provide an opportunity to showcase Singapore‟s 
contributions to Cambodia at an (official) diplomatic level. For SIF pursuing these domestic and 
diplomatic goals in short-term Direct Service projects can thus compromise its mandate to 
development impact. Uncovering the notion of temporality in domestic impact shows the 
contradictions and precarious balance between development and domestic impact, and hence the 
need for development scholars to analyse these „non-development,‟ domestic impacts of 
international development. Turning to the thesis conclusion, I re-examine the gaps between top-
down SIF industry/organisational and bottom-up volunteer and host discourses, to suggest a 
discursive representation of IDV and development that brings back the crucial role and influence 





8.1. Unpacking ‘Friendships’ and Caring Relationships in Singapore-Cambodia 
Development  
How can a local scale examination of interpersonal relationships in IDV inform 
international development, particularly in (re)conceptualising a broader development relationship 
between countries? Diverting from overarching critiques of partnerships and North-South 
relationships at a discursive and macro-structural level (Easterly, 2003; Kapoor, 2008; Power, 
2009), my thesis unpacked relationships from a local scale, „actor-oriented‟ perspective (Mosse, 
2004). Conceptualising development relationships as discursive, structural and interpersonal, I 
examined local scale interpersonal relationships, and the spatio-temporal specificities of their 
formation. Using this framework to understand SIF‟s IDV projects in Cambodia, I analysed three 
aspects of a Singapore-Cambodia development relationship from the bottom up: how 
interpersonal relationships form, the role they play in development impact and domestic, non-
development impact. I showed how a discursive relationship of donor-recipient caring is 
structured by SIF and host organisations through hierarchical volunteer-host roles in 
development spaces
87
. Volunteers and hosts are placed in unequal positions of power: volunteers 
give „gifts‟ to hosts and „train‟ „trainees‟ in hard and soft skills. Yet, because structures do not 
dictate relational outcomes, volunteer-host embodied interactions exacerbate or reduce this 
hierarchical difference. Volunteers practice care by giving further or step back to make space for 
hosts‟ participation; hosts perform passivity or engage actively in IDV activities. More 
importantly, structured hierarchical difference is lessened in Specialist Training of Trainer (TOT) 
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 This hierarchical difference varies across projects and development spaces.  
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and In-field projects where hosts‟ occupy more empowered positions as „trainers-to-be‟ or 
counterparts, and disrupted in non-development social and in-between spaces. These spaces 
facilitate the emergence of more equitable, reciprocal volunteer-host interpersonal relationships – 
convivial encounters, friendships, Cooperative and Inclusive Partnerships. Making “friends” or 
mutually enjoyable informal relationships (Bunnell et al., 2012) between volunteers and hosts is 
therefore hindered by structured development spaces of hierarchical difference and facilitated by 
more equitable spaces. Contrary to the IDV literature‟s critique of short-term and „unskilled‟ 
IDV projects or „voluntourism‟ as reproducing active-passive volunteer-host relational binaries 
(Palacios, 2010; Lyons et al., 2012), it is not the project type or duration per se that produces 
these outcomes. Rather, project structure – in development and non-development spaces – has 
greatest influence. Temporality is then of secondary influence: in short-term Direct Service 
projects, the structured activities in development spaces are prioritised, leaving little time for 
informal interactions in non-development spaces.  
  
Examining interpersonal relationships across project modalities reveals the problems of a 
development discourse based on donor-recipient or North-South caring. For some Direct Service 
volunteers, the structured care and hierarchical difference, coupled with their motivation to care, 
can prevent them from seeing the „care‟ they receive or the „costs‟ they bring. Moreover, their 
desire to „give‟ during the short project duration can perpetuate negative consequences and host 
dependency (chapter 5.3.1.1 and 6.1.3). Yet, positive IDV impacts – both cross-cultural learning 
and intangible development impact over time – require relationships beyond one-way giving or 
caring from volunteers to hosts. They require reciprocity, involvement and inclusion of hosts, 
and stem from not from Passive Exchanges but Cooperative and Inclusive Partnerships, 
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convivial encounters and friendships. Particularly in intangible and sustainable development 
impact, time and volunteer commitment and responsibility are paramount. Put together, 
interpersonal relationships in SIF‟s IDV projects reveal a nuanced picture of IDV beyond one-
way donor-recipient or North-South caring. IDV is a relational process where „donors‟ also 
„receive,‟ and the „recipients‟ are indispensable to development impact. More than just a „gift‟ 
from „developed‟ donors to „developing‟ recipients (Hattori, 2003) or a mutually beneficial 
relationship as „emerging‟ donors articulate (Sato et al., 2011; Mawdsley, 2012), development 
and IDV is a relationship of mutual participation.  
 
However, bringing in diplomatic
88
 and domestic interests and SIF‟s discourse 
complicates this two-way development relationship of mutual participation and gain. Although 
invoking a discourse of friends and partnerships (mainly across organisations or between 
volunteers and host organisations), SIF primarily highlights the volunteers‟ role in effecting 
development impact and helping “uplift lives” in developing communities. This caring discourse, 
coupled with the structured care and hierarchical difference in development spaces, helps create 
an image of Singapore to Cambodians as caring, friendly and „developed‟ even in the brief 
Direct Service encounters. While SIF has a discourse of “making friends for a better world,” 
seeing „friends‟ in the context of diplomatic relationships and soft power illuminates how 
structuring care and difference and perpetuating active-passive binaries can bring „friends‟ of 
and for Singapore. State-sponsored (non-SIF) IDV projects to „teach‟ Singapore youths 
appreciation and service are also based on a volunteer-host caring relationship and are designed 
for short-term and „unskilled‟ volunteers (Sin, 2010). While short-term Direct Service projects 
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with structured volunteer-host hierarchical difference have greater potential for negative 
development and relational outcomes (chapter 7.1.2.1), they can still bring diplomatic and 
domestic benefits for the „donor‟ country. Consequently, the pursuit of citizen diplomacy and 
people-to-people relations can hence justify the continued perpetuation of care in SIF discourse 
and structure. It can also mark a greater emphasis on short-term Direct Service projects at the 
expense of long-term In-field projects. As such, while a definition of „friendships‟ as non-
hierarchical interpersonal relationships is at odds with a caring discourse and project structuring, 
a definition of „friendships‟ as diplomatic relations co-exists, and perhaps even benefits from this 
discursive and structured care. This dual meaning of the term “friendships,” like the malleability 
of “partnerships” in international development discourse (Noxolo, 2006), can thus allow SIF to 
pursue diplomatic and domestic interests without perceived contradictions to its goal of 
development impact. “Friendships” in SIF discourse can therefore maintain a caring discourse 
while hiding the mutual benefit and participation between volunteers and hosts on the ground. In 
this sense, Singapore-Cambodia caring discursive and structured relationships can be a 
“symbolic dominance” donors/the „North‟ have over recipients/the „South‟ (Mawdsley, 
2012:259). Rather than an alternative model of development relationships, Singapore-Cambodia 
development relationships through SIF‟s projects can risk repeating the problematic active-
passive binaries present in North-South development relationships and the creation of a 
marginalised “South.” 
8.2. Towards a More Nuanced View of Friendships as Development Relationship  
My thesis thus reveals the problems of a hegemonic donor-recipient discourse and 
structuring of caring relationships in international development. Given the disjunctures and 
critiques, my analysis of Singapore-Cambodia development relationships seems to echo 
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development scholars who see international development or IDV relationships as inherently 
problematic (Escobar, 1995; Rahnema and Bawtree, 1997; Cooke and Kothari, 2001). Yet, 
instead of criticising the basis of international development or seeing a discourse of “friendships” 
as a tool for donor „tyranny,‟ I echo Williams‟ point that “participatory development [or more 
broadly development] has no predetermined outcomes, and the space for unintended 
consequences-both positive and negative is always present within it” (2004:565). The “hidden 
relations” (Eyben, 2010) uncovered through my thesis are the basis for a reconceptualisation of 
development relationships. The structured development spaces of care and hierarchical 
difference that influence Passive Exchanges and impede convivial encounters are also the very 
spaces where a re-imagination of development relationships can start. Re-structuring spaces in 
development projects in less-hierarchical ways is paramount. Hierarchical care and difference 
can be reduced in development spaces: reducing gift-giving or top-down teaching practices. 
Taking from the volunteer-host Cooperative and Inclusive Partnerships and the more equitable 
development spaces in In-field and TOT Specialist projects, development spaces can be 
reconfigured as “learning spaces” (Schech et al., 2015) of volunteer-host sharing of knowledge 
and participation, and/ or spaces of collaboration where volunteers and hosts partake in the co-
creation of impact (chapter 5.3.2.2). This shifts the focus from one-way volunteer giving to two-
way volunteer-host doing of impact, and volunteers have to consider hosts‟ perspectives in 
learning and collaborating with them
89
. This also frees hosts from the disempowering position of 
passive recipients to become active agents, participants or even partners
90. While there is a „risk‟ 
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 Moreover, volunteers in capacity building projects have to consider how their impact sustains through and beyond 
the project. 
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 Positioning hosts as active participants or partners also encourages their responsibility (if they are motivated to 




that hosts may not participate, part and parcel of valuing the „other‟ and decentring the „self‟ is, 
as Noxolo et al. write, allowing others “the possibility of refusal, withdrawal, denial and 
contamination” (2012:9). Seeing hosts as active agents and not „beneficiaries‟ also highlights the 
development industry‟s and literature‟s need to understand host motivations for participating in 
projects (chapter 5.1; Eversole, 2003).  Beyond re-structuring development spaces, giving more 
emphasis to the oft-ignored non-development social and in-between spaces in projects provide 
opportunities for volunteer-host convivial encounters and friendships over time. These convivial 
interactions strengthen development partnerships for impact, and are the basis for cross-cultural 
understanding and learning.  
 
At a discursive level, SIF, IDV and development organisations should shift away from a 
main rhetoric of care (Conran, 2011) to including reciprocity and responsibility. For SIF, which 
already emphasises cross-cultural exchange and „making friends,‟ this means putting less 
emphasis to volunteers‟ importance, highlighting host contributions and roles in impact, and how 
volunteers gain from hosts and IDV. Integrating a „grounded‟ responsibility and volunteer 
commitment in projects can be done through a stringent volunteer and training selection process 
and by emphasising to volunteers their responsibilities to hosts
91
. This restructuring and 
reframing is particularly crucial for short-term Direct Service projects, which have a higher 
propensity of problematic (development and non-development) impact
92
. Reconceptualising 
these IDV and project spaces in less-hierarchical ways allows volunteers and hosts to come 
together in cross-cultural exchange and mutual learning. In some ways, this echoes Palacios‟ 
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 For example, during pre-departure orientations, volunteers can be informed about the complexities and potential 
dangers of doing good. 
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suggestion that a volunteering language of “good intentions” and development aid in short-term 
IDV projects should be replaced by one of intercultural understanding (2010:874). 
 
Rather than a rejection of „friendships‟ in development or IDV, this reconceptualisation 
of IDV spaces and discourses represents a commitment and re-alignment to the non-hierarchical, 
interpersonal meaning of „friendships‟ in IDV and development. The intertwining of care and 
responsibility allows a broadening and more nuanced meaning of „friendships‟ in IDV and 
development beyond diplomatic relations. Development relationships as friendships are thus 
more than North-South caring relationships or even partnerships, and are instead a kind of 
solidarity or a „grounded‟ togetherness in doing development. They emphasise the efforts of 
sending organisations and volunteers without negating those of host organisations or hosts. 
Furthermore, aligning development to allow interpersonal friendships to emerge also provides 
potential for diplomatic, „friendly‟ development relationships without the „othering‟ effects of a 
care-based discourse, as skills can be shared across borders through collaborative efforts. This 
represents a more accurate reflection of SIF‟s mandate of “making friends for a better world.” 
Finally, they render the dichotomous development terms of donor-recipient, aid worker-
beneficiary, First world-Third world, developed-developing and North-South wholly inadequate, 
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10. APPENDICES  
Appendix A: Speech by Ms Jean Tan, SIF Executive Director, at the SIF Connects! 
Tokyo Event in Tokyo, Japan 
 
 
08 January 2013 
Ladies and gentlemen 
Good evening. I‟m delighted to be in Tokyo among friends and partners this 
evening.  This is our first SIF Connects! Tokyo to celebrate the friendships between Singapore 
and Japan. The SIF organises such overseas events to reconnect and continue the conversations 
with Friends of Singapore (FOS) - our programme alumni and former residents of Singapore. 
SIF‟s connection with Japan dates back to the start of the millennium. 
We are honoured to have hosted two distinguished Japanese Visitors in Singapore to 
share their experiences and exchange perspectives with their Singaporean counterparts – Ms 
Akiko Yamanaka (Visiting Professor of Tama University) in 2000 and Ambassador Kazuo 
Ogura (President of the Japan Foundation) in 2010. 
We have had 18 delegations or 95 senior Japanese officials who visited Singapore under 
the Raffles visit programme. The annual visit programme is designed for Japanese officials to 
gain in-depth and first-hand understanding of Singapore‟s political, social, and economic policies, 
and to meet, dialogue with and exchange ideas and perspectives with decision‐makers. In 
addition, the visit programme seeks to showcase Singapore‟s overall diversity and dynamism, in 
support of SIF‟s mission to connect, create awareness and deepen understanding between 
Singapore and world communities. 
Through Singapore Internationale, an arts grant, we supported 14 Singaporean groups 
and 12 individuals to present their work in Japan and collaborate with their Japanese counterparts. 
The recipients performed at festivals and art events such as the Japan Music Week, Japan Design 
Festa and in various cultural venues in several parts of Japan. 
In 2010, the SIF collaborated with the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) on 
a village project in village craft in Vietnam under the Japan-Singapore Partnership Programme 
for the 21st Century (JSPP21) and is currently looking to broaden this partnership to projects in 
other countries. 
Meanwhile, since 2004, the SIF has partnered the UNITAR Hiroshima in the eight-month 
long capacity and leadership building UNITAR Hiroshima Fellowship for Afghanistan which 
aims to contribute towards the post-war reconstruction efforts of Afghanistan through the 
mentorship of senior Afghan government officials, academics and practitioners. To date, 54 SIF 
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volunteers have served as mentors in the nine cycles from 2004 to 2012. These volunteers, who 
have government and corporate backgrounds, have directly mentored 108 Afghan Fellows, 
sharing their expertise in the areas of project management, organisation change management, 
administration and finance, and human resource management. 
Through these programmes over the years, we have made many friends in Japan. We are 
very honoured to have with us tonight close to 30 FOS, many who I hope have pleasant 
memories of Singapore to share. We aim to help you relive your Singaporean experience tonight, 
first through the youth performers at the earlier concert, and now with a humble reception where 
we have arranged for Tiger Beer to be served and brought some Singaporean desserts for 
sampling. 
We are also very honoured to have the support of our alumni to invite the Commissioner 
for Cultural Affairs, Mr Seiichi Kondo, and his wife to join us at this reception. 
The Singapore International Foundation is about bridging Singaporeans and world 
communities, and together with our friends we aim to build a better world. This is why we have 
supported Saltare Beats from Singapore‟s Little Arts Academy – which is an academy that 
provides a broad-based arts curriculum for children to discover their artistic potential, and 
develop skills and personal values to enable them to transcend personal, social and financial 
circumstances – and brought them to Japan together with our alumni, as part of bringing the 
people of Singapore and Japan together to do good through the arts at tonight‟s charity concert, 
ChildAid Asia Tokyo 2013. 
As I mentioned, this evening‟s SIF Connects! event is our first in Tokyo and we hope 
there will be more to come as we re-connect with and grow the Friends of Singapore 
communities in global cities like Tokyo. Since 2010, we have organised SIF Connects! in over 
10 cities Bangkok, Bangalore, Hanoi, Jakarta, Kuala Lumpur, London, Manila, Melbourne, 
Mumbai, Phnom Penh and Shanghai. 
Finally, I wish to thank Mr William Tan (Deputy Chief of Mission, Embassy of 
Singapore in Japan) and to say how delighted we are to be working with the Embassy of 
Singapore in Japan to reconnect with our Friends of Singapore. 
I wish everyone a good year ahead where we harness the powers of friendships and 
partnerships for a better world.  
Enjoy the evening. 





Appendix B: Speech by SIF Director of International Volunteerism Ms Margaret 
Thevarakom at the SIF Water for Life (Siem Reap) Closing Ceremony 
 
19 December 2014 
Singapore Deputy Chief of Mission and Counsellor to Cambodia Mr Edgar Pang 
Commune Council Chiefs of Prasat Bakong District and Sout Nikum District 
Ms Mieko Morgan, Representative of Board of Directors, Water for Cambodia (WFC) 
Mr Phoeurk Amra, Programme Manager, Angkor Hospital for Children (AHC) 
Mr Raymond See, Deputy Director, ITE College East 
WFC and AHC staff and distinguished guests and friends 
Thank you for joining us this evening to commemorate the closing of what has been a 
very successful four-year-long collaboration, bringing together partners and friends for a better 
world. 
Water for Life in Siem Reap is very close to our hearts, as it is the Singapore International 
Foundation‟s very first installation of our direct-service clean water programme. Hand in hand 
with you, the Cambodian community and our partners, who have welcomed us with your warm 
hospitality and acceptance despite language and cultural differences, we have learned, 
experimented and discovered more about clean water and have since developed our Water for 
Life signature programme and replicated it in other countries. Over the last four years, we have 
grown and enhanced the programme in partnership with Water for Cambodia and Angkor 
Hospital for Children to include components for stronger sustainability and impact - including 
literacy classes, health education programmes and infrastructure refurbishment. I am pleased to 
say that we have seen results and impact outcomes beyond our initial expectations. We had set 
out to bring clean water to 10,000 villagers but, today, over 17,000 Cambodian friends and 
families have benefited from having over 2,600 bio-sand filters installed in their homes. 800 
villagers have benefitted from the 36 literacy classes conducted in Dan Run and Dam Dek 
communes, resulting in a 6% overall improvement in literacy rate. 
Such impact would not have been possible without the efforts of 430 Singapore 
International Volunteers who have collectively contributed to a noticeable decline in cases of 
diarrhoea and gastro-intestinal diseases among families using the bio-sand filters, and improved 
sanitation and hygiene practices in adults and children alike. Our Singapore International 
Volunteers have also helped to improve the Dan Run Health Centre‟s infrastructure and created a 
more positive and uplifting environment for the local community. 
I am confident that the impact we‟ve seen over these four years will not stop with today‟s 
closing ceremony, and that our Cambodian friends now have the capacity to continue this good 
work in sustainable development. Equipped with a new source of clean water and valuable life 
skills, villagers can look forward to an improved quality of life. We hope that our Cambodian 
friends have been touched in some small way by the Singaporean volunteers who have extended 
the hand of friendship during this journey. I can confidently say that our Singaporean volunteers 
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have certainly been moved by the warm hospitality of their Cambodian counterparts during their 
time in beautiful Siem Reap. 
The SIF makes friends for a better world, and Water for Life has made this vision a 
reality. All of you present here today are testament to the impact that can be seen when we 
harness friendships between like-minded people and organisations to do good – and here I must 
thank, for your support, the Singapore mission in Cambodia, our Water for Life partners Water 
for Cambodia, Deutsche Bank and Ngee Ann Development, the Angkor Hospital for Children 
and our Singapore International Volunteers, some of whom are here with us today. SIF‟s 
warmest appreciation goes out to you for making a positive difference. You are continuing a 
tradition of friendship that our volunteers began 14 years ago in Cambodia, through our various 
projects.   
Thank you, I wish you all a wonderful evening, and the very best for the future. 
 
(Thevarakom, 2014)  
 
 
 
 
